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ABSTRACT
THEIR OWN WAYS OF DRINKING:
COLLEGE WOMEN, HIGH-RISK ALCOHOL USE,
AND RELATED CONSEQUENCES
SEPTEMBER 2007
MARGARET A. SMITH, B.A., CLARK UNIVERSITY
M.A., BOSTON COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Joseph B. Berger

The purpose of this study is to explore college women's high-risk alcohol use and
related consequences to form a gender-related perspective of their drinking and related
consequences. Because previous studies are based on male norms and constructs, this
study employs a qualitative approach to understand, and provide visibility for, college
women's alcohol experiences and related outcomes. Ten undergraduate females from a
co-educational university participated in interviews during the spring semester of 2006.
The data was analyzed using methods associated with the Grounded Theory approach.
The results of the data analysis offer four major themes, which include a conceptual
3

model, the Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ), for understanding the recurring highrisk alcohol use and related negative consequences among some university women.
Implications for research, practice, and policy are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem
Since 1999, some 16,000 men but more than 19,000 women have
requested screening for alcohol abuse at... clinics held each spring at
about 400 colleges. At the University of Vermont, for instance, the
average blood-alcohol level of drunken women treated at the hospital is
now .20—10% higher than that of intoxicated men and more than twice
the legal limit of .08. Counselors at Stanford University have observed an
uptick [sic] in women who had “regretted sex” while drunk. And at
Georgetown University, there has been a 35% rise in women sanctioned
for alcohol violations over the past three years. “Here on the front lines,
we’re very worried about this,” says Patrick Kilcarr, the director of
Georgetown’s Center for Personal Development. “Women are not just
drinking more; they’re drinking ferociously.”
-Morse (2002, p. 56)
Binge,” ’dangerous,” or “heavy high-risk” drinking among undergraduate
students is a familiar topic in newspaper headlines and on TV news reports, particularly
each fall as students funnel to campuses across the nation. While death is the most tragic
consequence linked to high-risk drinking, and receives the most media coverage, the
more common outcomes associated with this pattern of behavior include at least one of
the following consequences: low grades, physical fights, legal repercussions, sexual
assaults, serious injuries, and college policy violations (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986;
Perkins, 2002b; Wechsler, Davenport, Dowdall, Moeykens, & Castillo, 1994; Wechsler,
Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995).
In attempts to prevent death or reduce such severe consequences, alcohol
educators, researchers, and academics have explored a variety of factors which may
contribute to such heavy use among the “traditional college population” (Engs, 1977;
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Hanson, 1974; O'Malley, Johnston, & Bachman, 1998; Presley, Meilman, & Cashin,
1996; Wechsler et al., 1994; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995). These
factors include a wide range of personality characteristics, environmental contexts, and
demographics.
College women as a specific group are gaining particular attention from collegiate
alcohol researchers, administrators, and other university staff who are concerned about
the use and abuse of alcohol on college campuses. Research results (Wechsler, Lee, Kuo,
& Seibring, 2002) confirm health educators’ and college counselors’ anecdotal accounts
of college women’s ‘dangerous’ drinking and related consequences (Bogaisky, 1994;
Gleason, 1994; Jersild, 2001, 2002; Morse, 2002; Vesely, 1998; Vince-Whitman &
Cretella, 1999). Specifically, scholars report women’s high-risk drinking rates are
increasing at a greater rate than those of their male counterparts (Berkowitz & Perkins,
1987), and women’s consumption has increased over the past twenty to thirty years
(Mercer & Khavari, 1990; Perkins, 1992; Wechsler, 1996; Wechsler et al., 2002).
Historically, collegiate alcohol studies and reports (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986;
Blume, 1997; Engs & Hanson, 1983; Engs & Hanson, 1990; Wechsler, 2000) revealed
that men and women exhibit a variety of differences in alcohol use in terms of quantity,
frequency, and related consequences, with men drinking more often, and exhibiting more
negative consequences than women. For example, the first national investigation on
collegiate alcohol conducted by Straus and Bacon (1953) involved over 15,747 students
(10,526 men and 5,221 women) from 27 institutions, including Women’s and Historically
Black Colleges (HBC) and became the original point of reference regarding collegial
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drinking and initiated a large body of college alcohol literature that grows to this day. In
their study, the differences between men’s and women’s drinking were emphasized.
They reported that 21% of men and 10% of women drank alcoholic beverages
more than once per week (Straus & Bacon, 1953, p. 101). Straus and Bacon offered
information pertaining to quantities, indicating that 29% of men and 7% of women drank
large quantities of “spirits” (e.g. mixed drinks) and 9% of men and 1% of women drank
large quantities of beer (p. 117). While recognizing the differences in methodology and
sampling, Hanson (1977; 1974) and Engs (1977) compared their college alcohol studies
of the 1970’s with Straus and Bacon’s, discovering an increase in the number of college
women who drink. However, the results regarding high-risk drinking were either unclear
due to methodological differences or not provided in the particular published article.
In the 1980s through the 1990s, several investigators and reviewers of literature
confirmed a narrowing of the gap between the genders in relation to heavy alcohol use
(Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Mercer & Khavari, 1990; O'Malley & Johnston, 2002). For
example, O’Malley and Johnston (2002) found through their national Monitoring the
Future study that heavy drinking differences between young adult men and women
decreased between the 1980s and 1990s, showing a difference of 24% between the two in
the former decade and showing a 16% difference in the latter (pp. 31-32). Other
investigators (Wechsler, Dowdall, Maenner, Glena Hill-Hoyt, & Hang, 1998) found that
between 1993 and 1997, college women’s high-risk drinking showed statistically
significant increases (e.g. “drinking on 10 or more occasions in the past 30 days” (17%
change), “usually binges when drinks” (6% change), “drunk three or more times in the
past month” (27% change), “drinks to get drunk” (36% change)).
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Almost fifty years after Straus and Bacon’s (1953) study, Wechsler and
Wuethrich (2002) in Dying to Drink: Confronting Binge Drinking on College Campuses,
compared the Harvard School of Public Health’s College Alcohol Survey (CAS) findings
to Straus and Bacon’s results. In using the terminology of binge drinking, as defined by 5
drinks in a row for men —and 4 drinks in a row for women— within the past two weeks of
completing the survey, Wechsler and Wuethrich reported that although men have higher
rates of “binge” drinking than women, and reported more negative consequences, heavy
drinking is increasing among female students. They also stated that men and women’s
drinking patterns are increasing in similarity. Additionally, Wechsler (2002) found that
between 1993 and 2001, co-ed women’s binge drinking showed statistically significant
changes from 39% to 41%. Perhaps more disturbing is that frequent binge drinking
(defined as bingeing more than three times in two weeks) showed a significant increase
during this period from 17.4 to 21.2%. In comparing their results to Straus and Bacons’,
Wechsler and Wuethrich reported that while more men (49%) than women (41%)
continue to binge drink, “...women unfortunately are not too far behind” (p.205).
In addition to frequency and quantity measures, researchers also investigated the
consequences of high-risk alcohol use. Perkins (2002b) summarized the available
collegiate alcohol research stating that men are more likely than partake in property
damage and physical fights while drinking heavily. However, Perkins reported that the
differences are decreasing between males and females in the areas of academic
performance, unintended sexual activity, blackouts and injury to self. Additionally, he
found women, more than men, used other drugs (e.g. cocaine) with alcohol. Perhaps
even more disturbing is that among college students who binge drink over three times per
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week, 22% of the men identified themselves as problem drinkers, compared to only 8%
of the women (Dowdall, Crawford, & Wechsler, 1998). The reported negative
consequences during college and the lack of self-detection in some female students are
not the only problems. Because women absorb and metabolize alcohol less efficiently
than men, women are more susceptible to long term problems such as liver damage, heart
disease, breast cancer, and traffic crashes (Gordis, 1999).
These studies documenting women’s increased drinking rates led scholars to
explore gender convergence among women and men (Mercer & Khavari, 1990; Perkins,
1992; Temple, 1987). In their reviews focusing on college students, researchers (Engs,
1990; Engs & Hanson, 1990; Perkins, 1992) reported convergence on such variables as
frequency and personal consequences of drinking. However, these same investigators did
not find evidence to support overall gender convergence regarding all substance use
related factors due to the differences found in drinking amounts, motivations, attitudes,
and perceptions. While the debate over the actual occurrence of gender convergence
regarding all substance use related factors remains unresolved due to conceptual
differences, methodological concerns, and professional perspectives, one prominent
scholar (Gomberg, 1991) of women and alcohol recognized that the differences between
the genders in terms of consumption and consequences are, in fact, diminishing.
Subsequent studies and the popular media continue to report an increase in both
consumption and related consequences among young college women over the decades
(Babcock, 1996; Bogaisky, 1994; Perkins, 1992; Vince-Whitman & Cretella, 1999;
Wechsler et al., 2002). With or without comparing college women to their male
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counterparts, their alcohol use and related outcomes indicate that a number of
undergraduate females are drinking dangerously and experiencing negative outcomes.

Purpose of Study
Despite the numerous studies on college student populations, there is a limited
number of studies specifically focusing on alcohol experiences and the related
consequences particular to women. Many studies on undergraduates and alcohol are part
of a larger investigation regarding the general college student population, regardless of
gender (Engs, Diebold, & Hanson, 1996; Meilman, Leichliter, & Presley, 1999a;
Wechsler et al., 1994). When the studies do focus on gender, or more specifically,
women, the methods and instruments used may not draw upon factors particular to
collegiate women’s drinking (Smith & Weisner, 2000). As Lo (1996) states, the
instruments focus on more “male type” problems than “female type” (p. 531). For
example, the following list of consequences appear on the more prominent well
researched collegiate alcohol surveys (e.g. Harvard School of Public Health College
Alcohol Survey (CAS), The Core Institute (CORE) of Southern Illinois University,
Monitoring the Future (MTF), University of Michigan ): hangovers, property damage,
physical fights, legal problems, Driving While Under the Influence, sexual misconduct,
unplanned sexual activity, attempted suicide, regretful behavior, and injury or physical
harm (Meilman, Cashin, McKillip, & Presley, 1998; Nelson & Wechsler, 2001;
O'Malley & Johnston, 2002; Presley & Meilman, 1994). Most of these survey items
focus on external activates, or as Berkowitz and Perkins (1986) describe, public
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behaviors, such as disruptive behavior and problems with authorities, which are more
commonly found among men than women (p. 23).
Some scholars (Vince-Whitman & Cretella, 1999) recommend the inclusion of
additional consequences, which have been studied in relation to women’s alcohol use and
misuse. The recommended topics include, but are not limited to, the following items:
psychological functioning (e.g. depression and anxiety), relational issues, responses to
others reactions to drinking, non-prescription and over the counter drug use,
pregnancy/birth control concerns, additional forms of victimization, disordered eating
(anorexia or bulimia) and other health related outcomes (Abbey, 2002; Crawford,
Dowdall, & Wechsler, 1999; Engs, 1990; Gleason, 1994; Gordis, 1999; Jersild, 2001,
2002; Krahn, Kurth, Gomberg, & Drewnowski, 2005; National Institute on Alcohol
Abuse and Alcoholism, 2005; Perkins, 1992; Robbins & Martin, 1993; Smith & Weisner,
2000; Temple, 1987; Vickers et al., 2004; White & Huselid, 1997).
Due to this recognition of women’s experiences in relation to alcohol, scholars
advocate for more gender sensitive (Brett, Graham, & Symythe, 1995) or gender
appropriate (Smith & Weisner, 2000) research focusing on the drinking experiences
particular to women. As opposed to using such terminology as gender sensitive, gender
appropriate, or even the more commonly used “gender-specific,” the purpose of this
study is to explore college women’s perceptions of their high-risk alcohol use and
associated consequences with the goal of discovering gender-related experiences and
outcomes particular to undergraduate females. The concept of gender-related implies that
behaviors or consequences can be found among men and women, but occurrences of
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some may be more common for one gender and less so for the other (Baxter Magolda,
1992).
In a review of the collegiate alcohol studies in the United States, many are
quantitatively oriented and research recommendations call for more of the same from this
positivist approach (National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c). While
such studies offer information about quantity and frequency of use as well as other
descriptive and statistical data, there are very few qualitative studies, and even fewer
focusing on college women. In utilizing a qualitative approach, academics and
practitioners can “hear” college women’s experiences. As Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger,
and Tarule (1997) explain in their research with women, there is an “absence” of
females’ voices as both researchers and participants (p. 6). This “silence” of women’s
voices permits the continuation of male-centered theories and practices. As Gilligan
(1982) recognized in her work on gender and moral development, there needs to be a
“clearer representation of women’s experiences (p. 3).
This study attends to the important conceptual and methodological concerns
raised by the work of Belenky, et al. (1997) and Gilligan (1982). In review of the
literature, there are less than a handful of authors using a woman-centered approach that
focus on undergraduate females’ alcohol use. Gleason (1994) and Hartling (2003) from
the Stone Center’s Work-in-Progress Series offer theoretical papers and prevention
programs regarding college women’s substance abuse. In their application of the Stone
Center’s “relational approach,” they provided a useful model for exploring, attending to,
and providing a venue to “hear,” college women’s drinking experiences. However, their
work is based in their professional practice. Therefore, an additional purpose of this
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study is to add to the qualitative research base while providing a voice for college
women’s experiences with alcohol.

Research Questions
Given the purposes of this study, the main research questions necessitate college
women s perspectives regarding high-risk drinking behaviors and related consequences.
Therefore, the primary research questions are as follows:
f

How do college women perceive their high-risk drinking behavior and
consequences?
Sub-questions related to the purposes of this study will focus on the terminology,
definitions and particulars regarding the experiences, events, contexts, people, and
consequences related to quantity and frequency of use.

Significance of the Study
There are limited studies primarily focusing on high-risk drinking and related
consequences among college women. Researchers who study women and alcohol often
focus on prevention and treatment issues, without realizing that the very data they use to
study women’s drinking may have been collected through instruments and methods based
on male norms. Miller (1986), Belenky et al. (1997), and Gleason (1994) recognized that
women’s behaviors are often studied from frameworks primarily developed by men or
from a male-dominant paradigm. When using male norms to examine women’s drinking,
college women’s behavior and consequences might not be accurately reflected in the
surveys, research methods, and results. In referring to the current state of affairs in
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collegiate alcohol research, Brett et al. (1995) explain that several reviewers of the
literature have recognized that there are different antecedents, patterns and consequences
of alcohol misuse among men and women. Consequently, there needs to be further
research regarding women’s experiences and consequences.
This study involves the exploration of undergraduate females’ perception of their
drinking and associated outcomes. As Miller (1986) explained in her ground-breaking
work on women’s psychological development, the terms and categories used to describe
women’s experiences are inadequate because they were developed by men who used their
own perceptions to understand women (pp. xvii-xxv). Therefore, as Belenky et al. (1997)
explain, women’s voices must be heard - so their “lives and qualities are revealed” (p.
7). With more information about high-risk drinking and related consequences from those
undergraduate females who actually experience heavy consumption and related
outcomes, researchers can develop methods, research instruments, and studies to explore
this topic from research based knowledge and explore alcohol and alcohol related
problems in greater depth and breadth. For example, with more information about
undergraduate women’s drinking, researchers can develop better survey instruments and
research methods to collect and analyze data. Additionally, with a more accurate view,
administrators and alcohol and other drug specialists can implement research based
prevention programs and treatment strategies, which address the gender related needs of
college women. Beyond contributing to the design of women-centered research
instruments and approaches, another anticipated benefit of this work is to reduce highrisk drinking and the negative consequences among undergraduate females.

10

Assumptions
The first underlying assumption in this study stems from the concepts of highrisk drinking and gender-related experiences and consequences. The first assumption is
that this high-risk’ drinking is drinking with negative consequences. High-risk drinking
is not alcoholic drinking” nor does it infer alcoholism. Research shows that most college
drinking does not result in alcoholism (Daugherty & O'Bryan, 1992). A larger concern
for most prevention and intervention specialists are the negative consequences that can
have long-term effects.
Another assumption embedded in this study is related to the complexity of
gender. While recognizing the scientifically established biological differences between
the sexes in terms of absorption, metabolism, and the physiological impact of alcohol
(Gordis, 1999), this study focuses on gender-related behaviors and consequences. This
pronouncement of biological differences between the sexes, but gender-related behaviors
and consequences, may sound as if there is a psychobiological determinism involved in
this study. However, this term, sex, and the concept of “gender related” is associated
with the psychosocial influence of gender in American society, along with the
generalized acceptance of some basic biological sexual differences (e.g. hormones,
genitalia, etc.). That is, while there are sexual characteristics that differ between males
and females (e.g. hormones, reproductive organs, and chromosomes), gender is a social
construction (Hunter & Forden, 1999). Gender roles and gender behaviors are influenced
by media, expectations, and societal norms in relation to what is determined feminine and
masculine in American society (West & Zimmerman, 2001). In using this concept of
“gender related,” there is the assumption that human behavior, in this particular case.
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high-risk alcohol use, and subsequent consequences, are not exclusive to any one gender,
but may be more frequently found among one gender than the other may.
A third assumption relates to the methodology of this study. As opposed to a
quantitative approach to test relationships, this study incorporates a qualitative approach
to discover women’s understanding of high-risk alcohol use and consequences. The
assumptions embedded in this approach include meaning making and generating
perspectives from persons who have lived, experienced, or engaged in the phenomena
under study. Additionally, this approach is inductive, proposition-generating, involving
themes, categories, and typologies as opposed to a deductive, theory-testing, positivist,
quantitative method (Merriam, 1998, pp. 6-10).
The final assumptions relate to this researcher’s fifteen years of professional work
in the area of alcohol and other drugs. My past employment includes working as a
licensed alcohol and other drug counselor, coordinating college alcohol and other drug
educational programs, and serving as a residence hall assistant and director.
Additionally, I currently work as an instructor at a state college, specializing in substance
abuse and addictions and remain licensed in alcohol and other drug counseling.
Understandably, some of the assumptions I bring to this research study involve my
perspectives on alcohol use, abuse, and dependence. Subsequently, my theoretical stance
is heavily influenced by my professional experiences and training. Therefore, I view the
use of alcohol as relating to culture context, alcohol abuse as a social problem and
alcohol dependence as a disease, particularly related to an imbalance in neurochemistry.
However, in considering the continuum of use to dependence, there is an
interaction of biopsychosocial factors that contribute to this progression. Therefore,
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dependence, often referred to as “addiction” is a combination of the environment and the
person where cultural, social, environmental factors interact with biological and genetic
aspects. This view helps to explain why some people may use alcohol because the
culture permits such use, others may abuse alcohol because they make personal choices
in relation to their individual and social contexts, and, finally some people become
alcohol dependent because of an interaction of biopsychosocial factors.
This perspective influenced this current study in that I was interested in exploring
high-risk use among college women because of the current research showing that the
rates of their drinking are increasing at a greater rate than their male peers (Berkowitz &
Perkins, 1987). This led to me to ask, what are some of the factors that contribute to this
current problem? Therefore, this research is the culmination of my interest in both the
person and the environment in exploring high risk, heavy use and related consequences
among women. At the same time, my experience in feminist and women studies
informed my approach in recognizing some of the traditional bias in many alcohol
studies. I assumed, and the literature supported, the perspective that the studies are based
in male dominant models (Johnson, 1982; Lo, 1996). Consequently, I used a qualitative
approach in examining this problem because the one of the major purposes of this
approach is to examine problems and issues with new perspectives. This type of study
allows women’s experiences to be “heard.”

Definitions
For the purposes of this study, the following definitions are adopted from the
current literature:
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Alcohol experiences: The term “alcohol experiences’ is a term used in this paper
as an alternative term for the word “drinking.” In discussing a “night of drinking” or
“women’s drinking,” the assumption is that this “drinking” can encompass a wide range
of drinking behaviors. Specifically, research studies refer to college use patterns in terms
of quantity and frequency (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986) which can also include beverage
preferences (Engs, 1977). College alcohol patterns may also refer to the categorization of
drinkers (“binge” drinkers or heavy drinkers, non-binge drinkers or light drinkers) (Engs
& Hanson, 1990; O'Malley et al., 1998; Wechsler et ah, 1994; Wechsler, Dowdall,
Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995). Some
studies focus on alcohol use and peers (Borsari & Carey, 2001), drinking establishments
(Harford, Wechsler, & Seibring, 2002), college class year (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987)
and environmental aspects (Astin, 1998; Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Blume et ah, 1997;
DeJong, 2002; Eisenberg & Wechsler, 2003; Perkins, 2002a; Presley, Meilman, &
Leichliter, 2002; Straus & Bacon, 1953; Weitzman, Folkman, Folkman, & Wechsler,
2003; Weitzman, Nelson, & Wechsler, 2003). In effect, the term “alcohol experiences,” is
a general term used to refer to a variety of alcohol related activities, events, and people
involved in “drinking.” For the purpose of this study -unless otherwise noted- this term
includes, but is not limited to, drinking patterns that are inclusive of frequency and
quantity of consumption, beverage preferences, drinking locations, drinking companions
(e.g. acquaintances, friends, best friends), and other closely linked activities, events, and
people.
Binge drinking: The concept of binge drinking is described as five or more
standard drinks in a row over the past two weeks for men or four or more standard drinks
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in a row over the past two weeks for women (Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm,
1995, Wechsler & Nelson, 2001). However, due to the controversial nature of this term in
the current literature (refer to the literature review), this term will be used only if it is
required in terms of a study’s main finding or research results. In place of “binge
drinking,” please refer to high-risk use.
College Environment: The term college environment, in a broad sense, refers to
the wider college campus context and climate, including, but not limited to, the social
scene, recreational activities, organizational systems, residential halls and houses,
athletic programs, Academic Affairs, specific academic departments, faculty, alumni,
peers, buildings, campus culture and other campus and community sociocultural aspects
(DeJong et al., 1998). One prominent investigator in the field of college students refers to
the environment as “the various programs, policies, faculty, peers, and education
experiences to which a student is exposed” (Astin, 1993, p. 7).
College Women: For the purposes of this study, the term college women
references women who are attending an institution of higher education. Most studies do
not recognize types of college women beyond descriptive, demographic information
pertaining to the participants of the study. Therefore, unless otherwise noted, the term
“college women” refers to those students who are attending four-year colleges,
biologically female, and 18-22 years of age.
Gender related: As previously stated, the term gender-related is based on the
assumption that human behavior, in this particular case, high-risk alcohol use and
subsequent consequences, are not exclusive to any one gender, but may be found more
frequently among one gender than the other. As Baxter Magolda (1992) explains in her
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work exploring gender-related patterns of intellectual development with college students,
“that patterns are related to, but not dictated by gender” (p. 22).
High-risk use: The term high-risk alcohol consumption is used as an alternative
to the term “binge drinking” because of the implications of the term “binge.” The term
“binge” focuses on the consumption of drinking over a period of time (i.e. male drinker,
5 or more drinks in a row over the past two weeks) as opposed to drinking with negative
consequences (e.g. sexual assault, hangovers, missed classes, etc.) (Stubbs & DeJong,
2000).
Consequences: Consequences refer to the results of a particular behavior, highrisk drinking. Perkins (2002b) clarifies three categories of consequences: Damages to
self, damages to others, and institutional costs which are further defined within the
contexts of this paper.
Sex differences: For the purposes of this study, sex difference refers to biological
factors such as reproductive organs, hormones, and chromosomes, which differentiate
females from males (Hunter & Forden, 1999, p. xi).

Overview
The purpose of this study is to explore college women’s high-risk alcohol use and
related consequences to form a gender-related perspective of their drinking and related
consequences. A second purpose of this study is to add to the qualitative research
literature base and provide a voice for women’s experiences with alcohol. The
significance of this study is to develop a more comprehensive view of college women’s
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high-risk use and related consequences. With such knowledge, researchers can conduct
better-informed studies on undergraduate females’ drinking behaviors.
One goal of this study is to use the results to develop college alcohol assessments,
surveys, and methods that are informed by college women who engage in high-risk
drinking behaviors and who experience negative consequences in relation to such use. A
benefit from such work is to offer researchers the information to develop more informed
survey and assessment instruments that more accurately capture women’s drinking and
related consequences. Another benefit is to provide health educators and other
administrators with data from such instruments to develop stronger gender related
prevention and intervention programs to reduce dangerous use among women. In the
next chapter, a review of the literature regarding college women, high-risk alcohol use
and related consequences sets the foundation for understanding college women’s highrisk alcohol experiences and consequences.

17

CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature regarding high-risk alcohol
use and related consequences among college women. In using the Grounded Theory
Approach there is the assumption that there is no or little examination of scholarly
literature prior to the study. However, Strauss and Corbin (1998) clarify that the use of
the literature can provide “questions, initial concepts, and ideas for theoretical sampling.
It can also be used as data (both primary and supplemental) for making comparisons, and
it can act as the foundation for developing general theory” (p. 53). Overall, one major
purpose of this literature review is to offer a context for the purpose and procedures of
this study.
Examining collegiate high-risk drinking, regardless of gender, is a complex task.
Terms such as binge drinking, heavy episodic use, dangerous drinking, and high-risk are
all concepts used in the field to discuss frequent and/or large quantities of alcohol use
with, and without, negative consequences. Therefore, in this first section of the chapter, I
offer a definition of high-risk drinking among the college student population in order to
identify the considerable variability among concepts and meanings and to analytically
synthesize the existing state of knowledge in this area. Upon clarifying the terminology,
I proceed to the second section, which specifically focuses on undergraduate females,
their high-risk drinking rates, and reported related consequences.
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For the third segment, I address the research and other scholarly writings
pertaining to the factors associated with collegiate high-risk drinking and related
outcomes. Specifically, this third segment begins with the recognition of sociopolitical
movements and historical changes that have influenced alcohol use among college
women. The fourth section addresses the current research focusing on women’s
particular high-risk drinking issues in college. This discussion emphasizes the need for
further study about gender related drinking behaviors and related consequences among
undergraduate females.

High-Risk Drinking and Consequences among College Students
“Binge drinking” is a controversial term because of the historical implications of
this word in the alcoholism treatment field (National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism, 2002c, pp. 6-7). Substance abuse counselors and treatment center staff
understand this bingeing behavior as a weekend drinking spree characteristic of late
stage problem drinkers (Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Prevention,
2000a). However, the use of “binge drinking” became popular with Harvard’s Center for
Alcohol Studies’ publications on national college student drinking rates in 1994 (DeJong
& Linkenbach, 1999; National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c;
Wechsler et al., 1994). Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm (1995) revised the
criteria for binge drinking as five or more drinks in a row on a single occasion for men,
and four or more for women under the same circumstances. This 5/4 measure (5 for men,
4 for women) is the result of revising the traditional -that is, male-oriented- standard (5
drinks or more in a row over the past two weeks) to a “gender specific” one. The
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Harvard Public Health team discovered that women who drink four or more drinks in a
row (over the past two weeks) experience similar negative outcomes, based on their
survey data, as men who drink five or more drinks in a row over the past two weeks
(Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995). Their rationale for this conclusion is
that women metabolize alcohol differently then men, and at a much slower rate, thereby
requiring less drinks for intoxication and drinking related problems.
As college “binge drinking” gained national attention and concern (Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services, 1998), Wechsler et al. (2002) found an increasing
number of students engaged in a more dangerous form of drinking, frequent binge
drinking. Frequent binge drinking for men is defined as binge drinking (drinking five or
more drinks a row) three or more times over a two-week period, and for women, binge
drinking (drinking 4 or more drinks a row) over the same period. In 1993, 1 in 5 (20%)
students from a national sample of 119 colleges -who responded to the CAS surveyreported frequent binge drinking. In 2001, 1 in 4 (23%) reported such behavior
(Wechsler et al., 2002, pp. 208-209).
While Wechsler popularized the “binge” terminology (DeJong & Linkenbach,
1999), research indicates that students find the concept confusing as the phrase describes
only the number of drinks drunk during a “period of time” and does not take into account
other factors that influence alcohol’s effects (Lederman, Stewart, Laitman, Goodhart, &
Powell, 2001). Another problem with the term’s definition is that Wechsler and his
Center for Alcohol Studies’ “binge” definition does not include the negative
consequences associated with this level of consumption (e.g. missed classes, sexual
assault, etc.) (National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c, pp.6-7).
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Scholars opposing this “binge” vocabulary recommend using such terms as highrisk, dangerous or destructive drinking (DeJong & Linkenbach, 1999) as well as
concentrating on the consequences of drinking as opposed to the number of ounces drunk
over a period of time (Stubbs & DeJong, 2000). Several scholars (DeJong & Linkenbach,
1999; Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Prevention, 2000a;
Lederman et al., 2001; Perkins & Wechsler, 1996) specializing in collegiate drinking
adopted the term ‘ high-risk drinking” and focused on the consequences associated with
such behavior as opposed to counting the number of drinks drunk over a period of time.
To identify the typical clusters of consequences associated with collegiate
drinking, scholars studying high-risk drinking identified the following: lower grades,
unplanned sexual activity without protection, serious injuries, higher frequency of
drinking while driving and more college policy violations (Johannessen, Collins, MillsNovoa, & Glider, 1999; Perkins, 2002b; Presley et al., 1996). Perkins (2002b) categorizes
these and other negative consequences in his review of the literature regarding the effects
of high-risk drinking among collegians. He classifies these negative outcomes into the
following three areas: damage to the self, damage to other people and institutional costs.
He explains that damage to self as those outcomes that are linked to drinking which
include sexual coercion, impaired athletic performance, legal repercussions, and short
and longer-term physical illnesses. The second category, ‘damage to other people,’
usually referred to as “secondary effects,” includes property damage, interpersonal
violence, noise disturbances and hate related crimes. Lastly, Perkins categorizes the
following outcomes as those associated with the category of institutional costs:
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vandalism, loss of perceived academic rigor, student attrition, poor town and gown
relationships and legal costs.
In this review, Perkins (2002b) summarizes the similarities and differences among
men and women’s alcohol use and related consequences. Perkins recognizes that men and
women do show differences in terms of “public behaviors” (e.g. fighting, driving while
under the influence, property damage) with men showing higher rates than women do.
On the other hand, there is little or no significant difference in private behaviors (e.g.
unintended sexual activity, poor academic performance). Yet, unlike his prior work
(Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Perkins, 1992), Perkins
(2002b) does not discuss the survey bias towards more public (“visible, socially
disruptive”), that is, male related behaviors (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987). Consequently,
there may be “more” results listed for men than women, emphasizing men’s alcohol
related issues over their female counterparts.
In fact, except for maybe a handful of studies (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Engs
& Hanson, 1990; Korcuska & Thombs, 2003; McCabe, 2002; O'Hare, 1998; Perkins,
1992; Perkins, 1999; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995), many researchers
examining collegiate alcohol use tend to examine “traditional college students” and do
not examine gender as the primary purpose of a study. Yet, while not a primary or an
initial focus, these same college alcohol studies do offer information regarding male, and
more importantly for this research work, female, drinking rates, behaviors, and
consequences in the studies’ discussion or results sections. For example, in comparing
college students’ drinking rates over time, investigators found a progressive increase in
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women s drinking (O'Malley & Johnston, 2002). Current research on what is available
regarding college women’s drinking and consequences is the focus of the next section.

High-Risk Alcohol Use and Consequences among College Women
The number of college women who go on drinking binges has tripled since
the mid-1970s... According to the report [National Commission on
Substance Abuse at Colleges and Universities]... nearly as many women
as men say they drink to get drunk. Heavy drinking poses greater risks for
women, the report noted, because women develop alcohol-related illnesses
more rapidly than men do.
-

Bogaisky in Time (1994, p. A32)

In 2002, Wechsler and his colleagues, from the Center on Alcohol Studies at the
Harvard School of Public Health, sampled over 140 colleges, and reported that 41% of
college women are binge drinking” with 21% designated as “frequent binge drinkers”
(Wechsler et al., 2002). Between 1993-2001, women who participated in “frequent binge
drinking” showed statistically significant increases between this time period (Wechsler et
ah, 2002).

While other published studies are not as recent, they do show a similar

pattern of a rise in women’s heaviest drinking (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Berkowitz &
Perkins, 1987; DeJong & Wechsler, 1995; Engs & Hanson, 1990; Mercer & Khavari,
1990; Perkins, 1992). For example, in the national Monitoring the Future study,
O’Malley and Johnston (2002) examined trends, from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s,
among undergraduates and found a narrowing of the gap between females and males. In
exploring heavy use, they found that differences between men and women have
decreased over this time with the mid 1980s showing a difference of 24% between the
two and the mid 1990s showing a 16% difference (pp. 31-32). While not offering the
large sample size nor the comprehensiveness of O’Malley and Johnston’s work, other
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scholars found similar results —discovering decreasing differences among young adult
men and women— in the analysis of the literature or through studies on their own
campuses or state system (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Engs & Hanson, 1990).
In addition to the rates of drinking, several studies offer information regarding
negative consequences when reporting the results by gender (DeJong, 1995; Dowdall et
al., 1998; Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002; Meilman et ah, 1999a; Perkins, 1992; Presley,
Leichliter, & Meilman, 1998; United States Department of Health and Human Services,
1995; Wechsler, 2000; Wechsler et ah, 1994; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo,
1995). Such negative consequences include damage to property, physical injury to
others, impaired driving, fighting, offending others, unintended sexual activity, memory
loss, lower grades, damaged friend/relationships and physical injury to self. Moreover, a
college woman’s alcohol consumption increases the likelihood of sexual assault due to
alcohol’s effects in decreasing her physical resistance abilities, as well as her date or
partner’s expectations and misperceptions about alcohol and sex (Abbey, 2002).
Additionally, female students tend to misperceive the drinking norms on campus and
show less of an ability than their male counterparts to detect their own problem drinking
(Dowdall et ah, 1998).
There are scholars who believe that there are gender-related consequences found
more among women than men that need to be recognized. Such areas include, but are not
limited to, pathological dieting (Krahn et ah, 2005), depression, sadness, sleep problems,
suicide, suicidal thoughts (The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at
Columbia University, 2003), physical activity levels (Vickers et ah, 2004), and physical
and medical disorders (Mercer & Khavari, 1990). Inclusion of such behaviors related to
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drinking, or consequences of high-risk use, may be one way to have collegiate alcohol
survey items, which incorporate more gender-related consequences.
As presented, there are also concerns regarding what has not been included in the
research to date, in terms of recognizing more gender related drinking behaviors and
consequences particular to women in the measures and studies on college drinking.
Despite those limitations, research to date offers some studies and their results
concerning those factors, which contribute to high-risk drinking among college women.
The next sections presents those research findings concerning specific personal variables
and environmental factors, which contribute to high-risk drinking among college women.
To begin this section, a review of some of the sociopolitical and historical changes
among women, college, and alcohol use establishes a context for this discussion.

Factors Related to High-Risk Drinking Among
College Women: A Historical Perspective

College Women and Alcohol: Societal Changes
College students are consuming more alcoholic drinks today than formerly
and creating a new problem for education, Mildred McAfee Horton,
president of Wellesley College, reported yesterday. “Although the town
of Wellesley is dry and so is the college, the girls at home and away from
college are drinking more than they used to..” She cited the case of one
student who resented the attitude of the college in deploring excessive
drinking.Drinking posed a new problem for education, for as social
patterns change, this change is reflected in the college she declared....”We
hear pretty disturbing tales about students leading riotous lives”
- Student Drinking Seen on increase, New York Times ("Student
drinking," 1947)
Literature indicates that the increase in drinking among college women reflects
societal, as well as individual, changes (Astin, 1998; Belenky et al., 1997; Berkowitz &
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Perkins, 1987; Gleason, 1994; Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug
Prevention, 2000b; Lender & Martin, 1987; Perkins, 2000; Sax, 2002; Upcraft, 2000).
Sociopolitical movements and cultural changes have influenced women s gender roles in
American society. These movements and changes include, but are not limited to, the
following: the industrial revolution, World Wars I and II with women s increased access
to employment, sexual liberation, the feminist waves, educational access and increased
professional opportunities, the civil rights and the women’s movement, equal opportunity
acts and other social events (Astin, 1998; Davis, Crawford, & Sebrechts, 1999, Graham,
1989; Horowitz, 1987).
Ehrenreich and English (1978) explain that prior to the industrial revolution, the
“Old Order” was an era when families, farms, and villages were the center of American
life. Elder males, fathers, and men made all the decisions, controlled the family and
owned land. In general, women did not “work” outside the home, own their own wages
or have control over their husbands’ earnings. In terms of women's rights, women did
not have legal custody of their own children and all their possessions were their
husbands’ property. When such laws were passed to protect married women in relation to
their property, these laws were sometimes not as protective as promised (Bordin, 1990, p.
7).
Patriarchy of the Old Order was reinforced at every level of social
organization and belief. For women, it was total, inescapable. Rebellious
women might be beaten privately (with official approval) or punished
publicly by the village “fathers,” and any women who tried to survive on
her own would be at the mercy of random male violence (Ehrenreich &
English, 1978, p. 7)
However, great change was inevitable when the United States moved from a
farming to a market economy and into the industrial revolution (Ehrenreich & English,
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1978). Women eventually began to work outside the home” and earn their own wages,
although at lower rates, and often in poorer conditions, than their male counterparts
(Ehrenreich & English, 1978). Around the same time, both The Women’s Temperance
Union and the Suffrage movement provided public experiences for women, offering
opportunities for mostly middle to upper-middle class females to lead both political and
activist organizations (Giele, 1995b). Additionally, the Women’s Trade Union League
confronted issues of class and gender in the workplace (Epstein, 1981). During this
period, women began to move from the private home into the public, political sphere
(Bordin, 1990; Giele, 1995b) and by 1920, women won the right to vote (Felder, 1999).
This period is referred to as the first wave of feminism in the United States (Lorber,

2001).
World Wars I and II, along with urbanization, are credited for offering more
women, more jobs as well as an increase in the variety of employment opportunities
(Felder, 1999). Many women entered into the vacated positions left by men who went
off to fight in the wars. The numbers of women entering the workforce increased from
23.6 % in 1930 to 27.9 % in 1940, to 37% in 1944 (Mankiller, Mink, Navarro, Smith, &
Steinem, 1998). With the ability to earn their own money, women became increasingly
independent. By 1945, women were driving cars, attending college, marrying and
divorcing, and using contraceptives (Sandmaier, 1980, p. 56).
As one feminist scholar, Lorber (2001), explains the 1960s and 1970s are decades
of the second wave of feminism which included such significant events as the publication
of Betty Friedan’s The Feminist Mystique, affirmative action, major civil rights activities
and its passage, the fight for the Equal Rights Amendment, Title IX of the Education

27

!

Amendment, critical evaluations of Western society, and, among many other historical
events, the establishment of NOW (National Organization of Women). At the same time,
social and economic changes led to emerging family policies regarding family leave acts
and child care (Giele, 1995a) as well as women’s entrance into the military (Felder,
1999). At this juncture in American history, women fought for equality in all spheres of

life.
As of the 1980s and 1990s, the Supreme Court ruled that women could not be
prohibited from private social clubs, the President of the United States appointed the first
woman, Sandra Day O’Connor, to the U.S. Supreme Court, the American Association of
University Women [AAUW] published How Schools Shortchange Girls, and an
exceptional number of women ran for public office (Felder, 1999). By the early 1990s,
the second wave feminism began to give way to the third wave, challenging the notion of
male/female, homosexual/heterosexual dichotomies along with proposing new feminist
theories (e.g. postcolonial and transnational feminisms) that challenged Western feminist
practices (Mack-Canty, 2004).
With all this change in American society, some scholars hypothesized that as
women entered into more male dominated arenas, such as college, businesses and other
professional areas, more women would begin drinking alcohol, drinking in higher
quantities, and show more instances of alcoholism than they had in the past (Jersild,
2001,2002; Sandmaier, 1980; Thompson & Wilsnack, 1984; Wechsler & Wuethrich,
2002). Given this perspective, the following sections offer a view of the historical
changes regarding 1) alcohol research and women, 2) women and college attendance, and
finally, 3) alcohol use and college women.
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Alcohol, Research, and Women
In her review of the literature regarding problem drinking among adolescents,
Fillmore (1984) offered a synopsis of research on women and alcohol between 1940 1980. She addressed the lack of attention, research, and concern regarding women’s
drinking during the period of 1940 to 1950 stating that alcohol problems and alcoholism
were thought of as a ‘male” problem and therefore, women’s problems were not as
extensively studied as men’s.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the popular belief was that

deviant, abnormal or “masculine” women drank heavy quantities of alcohol. Later, in the
1970s and 1980s, the perspective of women’s problem drinking changed, due in part to
the women’s movement. Scholars during this period interpreted women’s drinking
problems as related to sex role conflicts (male vs. female roles) (Fillmore, 1984, p. 14).
For example, some theorists (Thompson & Wilsnack, 1984) of young women’s alcohol
problems linked their rejection of “traditional feminine roles” to abusive drinking.
Another view (Johnson, 1982) focused on role conflicts (“housewife” vs. employee,) sex
role stereotypes, and sexual harassment which were thought to contribute to women’s
alcohol problems.
In the 1990s and into the early 2000s, the hot topics concerning problem drinking
among females involved the introduction of women-centered theories and studies
regarding women’s development (e.g. self-in-relation), oppression, sexism, and gender
appropriate/specific/sensitive prevention, education and treatment (Babcock, 1996;
Covington & Surrey, 1997; Gleason, 1994; Jersild, 2001; Vince-Whitman & Cretella,
1999). Many researchers and national organizations (e.g. The National Institute of

Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism) recognized that there were not enough studies focusing
on women (Gomberg, 1982; Smith & Weisner, 2000).

Women and College Attendance
In addition to the changes regarding alcohol research and women, college
attendance among women increased in the twenty-first century (Astin, 1998; Horowitz,
1987).
Sometimes, a single statistic tells a ...story. ...last year, women were
awarded 57% of all bachelor’s degrees. In 1960, a not-so-distant past,
their share was 35%. By 1980, the recipients were equally matched by
sex.... What no one foresaw was that women’s presence on campuses
would continue to grow. In the 2002 processions, for every 100 women
there were only 75 men (Hacker, 2003, p. A30).
While in the twenty-first century, women bypass men in terms of their numbers
on college campuses, undergraduate females still enter into, and experience, a maledominant system (Sebrechts, 1999) with “chilly classroom” environments (Hall &
Sandler, 1982). That is, there is an overarching persistence of patriarchal dominance in
terms of male biased theories, frameworks, pedagogy, methods, and practices. While
this patriarchal dominance is sometimes subtle, sometimes blatant, it is ever present,
creating a less than welcoming environment for women in the classroom and on the
campus ("Racism, Sexism Persist,” 2003). This same theme of male dominance is
reflected in the measures and variables used to understand college drinking.
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Alcohol Use and College Women
As early as the 1920's, newspaper articles indicate that college administrators,
both co-educational and women-only, were concerned about their female undergraduates’
alcohol consumption as well as their lipstick use, smoking, skirt length, cheek-to-cheek
dancing, and morality (Lowry, 1921; “Says Flapper Isn’t So Bad,” 1924). However, not
until Straus and Bacon’s 1953 study was there a multi-campus, national examination of
college men and women’s alcohol related behaviors and consequences. In Straus and
Bacon’s (1953) research, men showed a higher frequency and quantity of drinking and
more alcohol related negative consequences of problem behaviors. Their definition of
‘heavy drinking’ included quantity, which were amounts drunk (medium to large) and
frequency, which were number of times drunk per month or week. In terms of quantity,
larger amounts were defined as 3 ounces or more of alcohol (roughly defined as drinking
8 glasses/6 bottles beer, 6 glasses wine, 4 mixed drinks) while medium is 1.4 to 3 ounces
and small is under 1.4 (2 beers, 2 glasses of wine, 2 mixed drinks). Interestingly, their
combined quantity and frequency categorization differed between men and women,
showing a ‘gender specific’ definition in 1953. While men’s larger amounts could be
defined as drinking in two different “’’types:” 1) two or four times a month, consuming
medium to “larger amounts” or 2) Drinks more than once a week and consumes medium
or larger amounts, women were confined to one type explaining two choices: Either
drinks only two or four times a month but consumes medium or larger amounts, or drinks
more than once a week, regardless of amount (p. 105). In their results, Straus and Bacon
report 29% of men and 7% of women usually drink “larger amounts of spirits”; 9% of
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men and 1% of women drink large amounts of beer; and 4% of men and less than .5% of
women drink large amounts of wine (p. 103).
In terms of negative consequences, Straus and Bacon (1953) reported that men
had more complications in relation to their drinking than women. In defining negative
consequences,’ the investigators explored ‘failure to meet obligations,’ ‘damage to
friendships,’ ‘accidents or injury,’ and ‘formal punishment or discipline.’ The results of
this study indicated that 17% of men and 8% of women had ‘failed to meet social
obligations’ as a result of drinking; 11% of men and 6% of women reported ‘damage to
friendships’ along with failed social obligations related to use; and 4% of men and less
than .7% of women reported social obligations and friendship consequences along with
accidents and injuries. A final category included all prior negative outcomes, along with
punishments or formal sanctions shows 2% of men and 0% of women (pp. 158-159).
There are fewer studies on alcohol use among college students in the 1960s
because of the focus on “other drugs” (Saltz & Elandt, 1986), but scholars summarized
the differences in college drinking rates in the 1970 stating that men drank more heavily
and with more negative consequences (e.g. physical fights, problems with the law) than
women (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Engs et al., 1996; Engs, 1977; Engs & Hanson,
1990; National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c; Perkins, 1992;
Wechsler, 2000; Wechsler et al., 1994; Wechsler et al., 1998). In these published
articles, the section on results typically focused on male drinking patterns, emphasizing
their heavier use of alcohol. Yet, some researchers and reviewers of collegiate literature
emphasized the increase in women’s high-risk drinking (Saltz & Elandt, 1986; Wechsler
et al., 2002). Due to women’s alcohol use increasing at a rate more quickly than men’s,
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questions arose if women and men were ‘converging’ in terms of high-risk use (i.e.
gender convergence) (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Engs et ah, 1996; Perkins, 1992;
Temple, 1987; Wechsler et al., 1994).
Astin (1998), in his study of thirty year trends among college students, explains
that the women s movement influenced the attitudes and roles of both men and women in
society, creating more similarities in interests, aspirations, values, and behaviors among
the genders. Due to these effects, he reports, there is “gender convergence” in many
areas, including alcohol use. He reports women are drinking more like men, thereby
closing the gender gap between the two (Astin, 1998, p. 122). Due to their differences in
the data, samples, time periods, and definitions used in determining ‘gender
convergence, scholars continue to debate this issue and this debate seems likely to
continue given the measures used to study collegiate and other alcohol use. In this
review of the literature, there is evidence to suggest that scholars have been comparing
women’s drinking to a “norm” that was developed on a male model. Therefore, in
exploring convergence, researchers need to re-examine the concept and develop measures
that are inclusive of men and women’s experiences.
Despite this gender convergence controversy, two aforementioned national
studies, one by O’Malley and Johnston (2002) with their Monitoring the Future Survey
and the other by Henry Wechsler (2002) with the Center for Alcohol Survey, offer
evidence based on what measures are available to date that undergraduate females’
quantities —and the number of negative consequences— have increased.
In conclusion, this historical and sociopolitical overview offers a foundation for
the next section. In the following segment, this paper presents factors that theorists and

researchers continue to study in attempts to understand the problem of high-risk drinking
among college women. This next section offers more details about such factors.

Factors Related to High-Risk Drinking Among College Women
This section, divided into two major parts, reviews the literature focusing on
individual characteristics and environmental contexts, which are studied as sources of
influence relating to collegiate high-risk drinking. To explore the characteristics and
environmental factors, Astin’s (1993) model of college impact is a useful conceptual tool
in categorizing factors related to this review (Berger & Milem, 2002). Astin’s model is a
broad, generic conceptual framework because the model examines both the individual
and the environment by examining students’ INPUT (personality traits, pre-college
experiences and expectations) as well as the ENVIRONMENT (institutional ecology,
peer relationships, in-college experiences, and perceptions) in contributing to the
OUTPUT (in this case, high-risk drinking and negative consequences).
To explore these areas, the results in the literature are organized into Astin’s I-EO frame, with a focus in the following sections on I (Input) and the E (Environment) as
outlined in Table 1. The cognitive and behavioral categories refer to thinking and
attitudes (cognitions) and actions and consequences (behavior).
The first half of this section features a discussion of individual characteristics
studied because they are associated with collegiate alcohol use. In the second half of this
section, the discussion moves from the individual to the external college environment.
In reading these results, keep in mind that there are limited studies with the primary goal
of specifically examining gender and alcohol in college, but even less focusing on college
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Table 1. I-E-0 Model Adapted from Astin (1993)
INPUT
Demographics
Family history, genetics,
race/ethnicity, religion
personality traits

Behavior

Pre-college
Experiences
Initial use, high school
drinking, educational
experiences, group
affiliations

Expectations
Cognitions

Drinking motives,
alcohol expectancies

ENVIRONMENT
Institutional
Characteristics
College type,
organizational
components, college
policies, community and
# of drinking
establishments,
residential living units,
Greek system, athletics,
subcultures
In-College
Experiences
Peer groups, social
affiliations, experiences
in college, university
activities

Perceptions
Social norms,
perceptions

OUTPUT
Drinking
Patterns
Quantity and frequency
of use, categorization of
drinker into drinking
types (heavy drinker,
“binge”)

Behavioral
Consequences
Ex: damage to property,
physical injury to others,
impaired driving,
fighting behavior
offending others,
unintended sexual
activity, memory loss,
damaged
friend/relationships and
physical injury to self
Cognitive/Psychological
Consequences
Ex: misperception of
norms, depression,
suicidal thoughts

women. While studies conducted on “traditional college students” may offer results
categorized by gender, they tend to publish more of the differences because of statistical
significant findings, thereby emphasizing differences as opposed to similarities between
undergraduate males and females. Consequently, the results presented within the next
two sections vary in terms of whether they are based on “college students,” “college
women,” or mixed populations of students (e.g. high school students vs. college students,
etc.).
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Individual Characteristics
Research reveals that such factors as students’ family history, genetics, race,
ethnicity, personality, drinking motives, and alcohol expectancies are related to high-risk
drinking among college students (Baer, 2002). Other investigators have explored pre¬
college incidents of high school drinking, initial use, religiosity, and educational
experiences and group affiliations (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Borsari & Carey, 2001;
Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002; McCabe, 2002; Wechsler et al., 1994; Wechsler, Dowdall,
Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wechsler et ah, 1998; Wechsler et ah, 2002; Wechsler,
Thum, Demone, & Kasey, 1970; Weitzman, Nelson et ah, 2003). Therefore, to address
individual characteristics, the following categories are discussed: demographics, pre¬
college experiences, and expectations.

Demographics
Demographics are characteristics which include such traits as race, stable traits,
and religion (Baer, 2002). When reporting results by race, researchers using national
samples do not typically detail further gender differences by race unless they are studying
a specific population of college students. However, the National Institute on Alcohol
Abuse and Alcoholism (2002c) stated that collegiate Whites show riskier drinking rates
than their non-White peers. Various scholars (Baer, 2002; Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002;
O'Malley & Johnston, 2002; Wechsler, Moeykens, Davenport, Castillo, & Hanson, 1995;
Weitzman, Nelson et al., 2003) have reported that when comparing Whites to Latino and
African American students, Whites have higher drinking rates than the latter racial
groups (and in that order). One study comparing the drinking rates of females at coed

36

\
and non-coed colleges, found that White college students are more likely to binge drink
than Students of Color (Dowdall et ah, 1998).
Investigating high-risk drinking among college women involves the study of
personality traits. The term “personality traits” refers to enduring ways of feeling,
thinking and acting across various situations over time (Baer, 2002). Literature reviews

traits ’ associated with high-risk (“binge”) drinking are impulsivity, sensation seeking,

y i/y

and research reports on the general college student population show that the “personality

(Baer, 2002; National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c) and increased
sociability as measured by party attendance or frequent socializing and number of friends
(Wechsler, Moeykens et ah, 1995; Weitzman, Nelson et ah, 2003). Specific studies

j
regarding female college students show that those who score as high sensation seekers on
specific measures consume significantly more alcohol -with more frequency- than those
who measure as low in sensation seeking (Parent & Newman, 1999).
In terms of religious upbringing, Engs and her colleagues (1998) found that
Roman Catholics of both genders drink at higher rates than students from other religious
backgrounds. Wechsler and his team (1995) found that students who are more religious
and more committed to traditional values are less likely to drink at risky levels when
compared to their less “traditional” and less religious peers. Baer (2002), in his review of
the scientific literature, confirms the Wechsler group’s (1995) findings.
Dowdall et al. (1998) specifically addressed female college student characteristics
in terms of religion and high-risk drinking. This investigation compared the drinking
rates of female students at coed and non-coed colleges. The results showed that
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“thinking religion is not very important” positively correlates with higher binge drinking
rates.

Pre-College Experiences
In addition to the traits and attributes that students bring to college, they also carry
with them their prior life experiences or “pre-college experiences.” In terms of
pre-college experiences, correlates for female “binge drinking” at both coed and women s
colleges include pre college drinking and bingeing in high school (McCabe, 2002),
thinking parties are important, smoking cigarettes, and spending more than two hours a
day socializing with friends (Dowdall et al., 1998). For women at coed colleges, there
are additional experiences that correlate with high binge drinking which include never
being married and having a parent who drinks (Dowdall et al., 1998). Women who, prior
to college, drink to “get drunk,” think athletics is very important, and think community
service is not very important show higher rates of binge drinking than those who do not
report such behavior or thoughts (McCabe, 2002).

Expectations
In addition to prior experiences, students’ beliefs and expectations about alcohol’s
effects can also have an influence on consumption (Kinney, 2006). In terms of
expectations, Baer (2002) summarizes the literature stating that alcohol expectancies (e.g.
tension reduction, positive social enhancement, desired sexual effects) not only increase
the predictability of college drinking, regardless of gender, “but were differently related
to problematic and non problematic patterns of college drinking as well” (p. 45). In their
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review of the literature, Berkowitz and Perkins (1986) state that the “differences between
problem and non-problem drinkers can also be explained by differences in cognitive
expectancies regarding alcohol’s effects” (p. 23). Reis and Riley (2000) found that the
expectations of the effects of alcohol were stronger predictors of students’ weekly
consumption of alcohol than were other variables such as Greek membership, importance
of drinking in high school, rules about use, and skills regarding safe use. For both men
and women, expectations about the positive effects of alcohol and the importance of
drinking in high school contribute to high-risk drinking rates.
To summarize, female students who tend to show higher rates of risky drinking
are White, smoke cigarettes, drink heavily in high school, rate parties and athletics as
important social activities, de-emphasize the importance of religion, and drink to get
drunk. Additionally, they tend to have positive expectations about the effects of alcohol.
While understanding the individual characteristics, the next step is to explore the college
environmental factors, which contribute, to high-risk drinking among female
undergraduates.

Environmental Characteristics
Every fall, along with their various personal traits, personalities, life experiences,
and expectations, students enter into the ‘environment’ of the university. Scholars
recognize the significance of contextual factors when examining student outcomes, and
indicate the importance of environmental influences on students (Astin, 1993; Berger &
Milem, 2000; Blume et al., 1997; DeJong, 2002; DeJong et al., 1998; DeJong &
Wechsler, 1995; Dowdall et al., 1998; Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002; Kuh, 1994; National

Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002a; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, Presley
et ah, 2002; Weitzman, Nelson et ah, 2003).
Astin (1993) studied over 190 “college” factors that “impact students. These
factors include institutional characteristics, curricular measures, faculty environment,
peer involvement, and individual involvement.

The environmental factors which

contribute to high-risk drinking and the associated outcomes indicate the following
college characteristics relate to alcohol problems on campus: drinking traditions, college
type, organizational components, residential living units, the Greek system, college
athletics, subcultures, as well as students’ campus perceptions (Dowdall & Wechsler,
2002; Perkins, 1995; Presley et ah, 2002). Along with the college policies and the local,
state, and federal alcohol laws, investigators provide statistical evidence that the
“wetness” (e.g. alcohol availability) of the surrounding college community (e.g. bars,
happy hour promotions, liquor stores, alcohol pricing and availability) contribute to highrisk drinking (Blume et ah, 1997; DeJong, 2002; DeJong et ah, 1998; National Institute
of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002b; Presley et ah, 2002; Wechsler, Lee, Nelson, &
Kuo, 2001; Weitzman, Folkman et ah, 2003). The next section addresses the context in
more detail.

Institutional Characteristics
In their review of the literature, Presley, Meilman, and Leichliter (2002) reported
that several characteristics of an institution could influence high-risk drinking, including
the presence of a Greek system, a strong athletic program, 4-year college status, and a
location in the Northeast. Additionally, Weitzman et. ah (2003) found significant
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correlations between outlet densities (e.g. “wet environments”) and heavy, frequent
drinking and drinking-related problems. Their analysis specifically addresses gender
differences, with results showing that “wet environments” are more likely to impact
women than men.
In terms of other institutional characteristics, studies show that women’s colleges
tend to have lower binge drinking rates than co-ed colleges (Dowdall et al., 1998; Presley
et al., 2002).

Furthermore, when women are in the presence of men, they tend to drink

more than if they were with women only. Specifically, a study comparing co-educational
college females to women-only colleges indicates college women tend to “binge drink”
when they are in the presence of men and when this presence is “associated with
fraternities, intercollegiate athletics, and party centered lifestyles” (Dowdall et al., 1998).

In-College Experiences
In-College experiences are those events, activities, peer groups, or issues that
influence students when they are in college. Interestingly, students’ attendance to
college, alone, increases the risk for heavy drinking as they tend to drink more than their
non college peers despite the reverse relationship in high school [college bound seniors
tend show lower rates of high-risk drinking than their non-college bound peers]
(Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002).

More importantly for the purposes of this paper,

research shows that, when students entered college for the first time, women’s high-risk
drinking rates have increased at a faster rate than those of their male counterparts
(Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987).
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Another in-college experience that contributes to high-risk drinking among
women is stress. In examining perceived stress related drinking during the undergraduate
years and post commencement, Perkins (1999) found that while drinking is perceived as a
form of tension reduction for both males and females, stress reduction drinking is much
more problematic in terms of consequences for women than for men during and post
collegiate years.

Peer and Group Affiliations
Research shows that peers strongly influence behavior (Milem, 1998; Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1991). For example, Wechsler and his colleagues (1995) state that “binge
drinking is tied to some of the most desired aspects of American college life—parties,
social lives, dormitory living, athletics, and interaction with friends-....” (p. 925). In a
review of the influence of peers on drinking rates, Perkins (1997) states “peers may be of
signal [sic] importance in college, where socialization is typically ‘peer intensive,’
especially at undergraduate and residential colleges” (p. 179).
Several studies have reported that sorority women drink more and experience
more negative consequences than their non-Greek peers (Dowdall et al., 1998; Dowdall
& Wechsler, 2002; Harford et al., 2002; McCabe, 2002; Meilman et al., 1999a; O'Neill,
Parra, & Sher, 2001; Perkins, 1992, 2000; Wechsler et al., 1994; Wechsler, Dowdall,
Davenport, & Rimm, 1995). Vince-Whitman & Cretella (1999) quote Dr. Wechsler from
the Harvard School of Public Health stating that “sorority women are at special risk, with
57% of members and 80% of sorority residents classified as ‘binge drinkers’” (p. 4).

42

In relation to college sports, women who are part of an official athletic team drink
more alcohol and more frequently than their non-athletic peers (Bower & Martin, 1999;
Grossman & Smiley, 1999; Leichliter, Meilman, & Presley, 1998; McKerrow & Daley,
1990; Meilman et al., 1999a; Wechsler, Davenport, Dowdall, Grossman, & Zanakos,
1997). Additionally, those women athletes who are leaders drink more than their peers
who are not leaders (Leichliter et ah, 1998).

Perceptions of Environment
Perceptions of the peer climate also factors into drinking rates. Astin (1993)
states that “students’ values, beliefs, and aspirations tend to change in the direction of the
dominant values, beliefs and aspirations of the peer group” (p. 77). He furthers explains
that many change their beliefs to conform to peer group norms. Investigators (Perkins &
Wechsler, 1996) in the area of college drinking report that the attitude and behaviors of a
students’ peer groups have a strong influence on drinking. In reviewing the literature,
Baer (2002) writes that groups designated by gender differences show higher rates of
drinking in men than women, but both genders drinking for social facilitation and
disinhibition.
Perkins and Wechsler (1996) theorize that the influence of peers is actually only
part of the problem, with the strongest contributing factor towards high-risk drinking
being the perception, or actually, the misperception, of the norms. This approach is based
on concepts and theories of pluralistic ignorance (Berkowitz, 1997; Prentice & Miller,
1993), social psychology, group dynamics (Perkins, 2002a) as well as social influence
models, social ecology, and the person-in-environment frameworks(Berkowitz, 1997).
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The basic premise is that students tend to overestimate their peers’ level of use,
which in turn fuels heavier use based on misperceptions. This perception of the norms,
whether incorrect or not, influences behavior (Berkowitz, 1997; Perkins, 1995; Perkins,
1997). As Berkowitz (2004) reports:
These peer influences are based more on what we think our peers believe
or do (the “perceived norm”) than on their real beliefs or actions (the
“actual norm”). This misperception and the effect it has on the individual’s
behavior provide the basis for the social norms approach (p. 5).
Perkins (1997) explained that students
end up following a distorted image of their peers, behaving in ways
inconsistent with their own attitudes. Therefore, a ‘reign of error’ on
campus becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Thinking that greater use is
what their peers expect, some students increase their consumption of
alcohol... thereby exacerbating an existing problem, (p. 201)
In terms of gender and norm misperceptions, Korcuska and Thombs (2003) found
that men tend to overestimate the drinking norms more than women. In their study on
gender perceptions, and drinking rates, they discovered that same sex groups
(mis)perceive their close friends as drinking more than they do, and that their same sex
peers drink even more than they perceive their close friends.

One of their findings led

them to recommend the following:
in future research, peer drinking norms should be assessed within sexbased parameters. Perceptions of drinking among same-sex close friends,
a proximal referent group, was highly correlated with both alcohol use
intensity and drinking consequences, (p. 214)
Unlike Korcuska and Thombs, Perkins (2000) found that women tend to over perceive
the norms more than men.
In summary, several environmental characteristics contribute to high-risk drinking
among college women. Some of these factors include the presence of a Greek system, a
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co-educational and 4-year system, a strong athletic program, a “wet environment,” and a
Northeast location. College women who belong to sororities, athletic teams, and
participate in stress reduction drinking tend to have higher drinking rates than those who
do not engage in such activities. Additionally, female students who misperceive the
norms of drinking (i.e. over perceive) tend to drink at higher levels than those who
correctly perceive the norms.

Conclusion
In these last few sections, a review of the literature indicates that three major
areas contribute to high-risk use and related consequences among college women. As
presented, societal changes, individual factors, and the college environmental context are
areas related to collegiate women’s heavy consumption and outcomes. However, as
recognized in the outset of this paper, research on women’s alcohol use, abuse, and
consequences are poorly measured by today’s instruments as they do not capture females’
experiences (Smith & Weisner, 2000). More importantly, investigators specializing in
the area of women and alcohol use assert that the current models used to study drinking
among females is based on a male model and therefore, ineffective in understanding
women’s alcohol use and outcomes (Brett et al., 1995; Mercer & Khavari, 1990). Given
that researchers are calling for more instruments, methodologies, and theories that
capture women’s lives, the next section focuses on studying alcohol use among college
women.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH METHODS

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the conceptual framework, present the
methods and procedures used for data collection and analysis, as well as explain the
study’s trustworthiness and limitations. Specifically, the conceptual framework offers the
purpose of the study within a larger theoretical framework (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).
The method and procedures provide information about the qualitative research design, the
site and participant selection criteria, data management, and data analysis strategies
(Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). The trustworthiness section
provides particulars relating to the credibility and rigor of this study. Lastly, the final
section discusses delimitations and limitations of this research

Conceptual Framework
The purpose of this study is to explore college women’s perceptions of high-risk
alcohol use and related consequences. Additionally, this research is designed to generate
new insights regarding how we understand and study collegiate alcohol use, so that a
theoretical framework that is inclusive of women can be used to guide future inquiry.
Historically, theories used to examine drinking usually focused on alcoholism and
the individual and were based in the psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive,
developmental and deviance models (Fillmore, 1984; Robbins & Martin, 1993). More
recently, scholars in the substance abuse field apply such conceptual frameworks as the
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environmental management model, harm reduction methods, and motivational change
strategies which are rooted in the disciplines of public health, social ecology, and social
psychology (Blume et al., 1997; Hanson, 1997; Kuh, 1994; Marlatt & Witkiewitz, 2002).
Many of the theorists and researchers practicing within these models understand that
environmental factors (e.g. bar locations, college type) are linked to alcohol use and
misuse (DeJong, 2002; Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002; Harford et al., 2002; Langford, 2004;
National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002a, 2002b; Orford, Krishnan,
Balaam, Everitt, & Graaf, 2004; Perkins, 2002a; Presley et al., 2002; Wechsler et al.,
2002; Weitzman & Wechlser, 2002; Weitzman, Folkman et al., 2003; Weitzman, Nelson
et al., 2003; Ziemelis, Buckman, & Elfessi, 2002). Therefore, any study on alcohol and
college women needs to consider both the individual and the environment.
Astin’s (1993) I-E-0 model is a useful conceptual tool in categorizing college
student impact (Berger & Milem, 2002) and has been used to study a variety of student
outcomes. That is, Astin’s model is a broad, generic framework that provides structure
for examining personal attributes, environmental factors and the interaction between the
two. The consequences (Output) of drinking are a combination of individual (Input) and
social (Environmental) factors. However, as addressed earlier, the methods, instruments,
and perspectives used in examining both individual and environmental factors are based
on approaches primarily developed and designed on a white male model. With the
exception of a few theoretical working papers or prevention programs (e.g. Gleason,
1994; Hartling, 2003) current research, theory, and practice are not designed to
effectively examine college women’s alcohol experiences and consequences. Due to
these limitations, this current research uses an approach to generate new conceptual and
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categorical ways of understanding collegiate women's risky consumption and related
outcomes.
To develop a greater understanding of high-risk alcohol use and related
consequences among college undergraduate females, this study begins from the “ground
up,” collecting actual drinking episodes and related consequences from the population
under examination. From these episodes and outcomes, information can be categorized
into conceptual areas and analyzed further for relationships among concepts. In effect,
the major goal of this research is best met by using many of the methods and procedures
based on the Grounded Theory approach as described in Creswell(1998), Neuman
(2003), Rossman and Rallis (2003), and Strauss and Corbin (1998).

Methods and Procedures
This study employs methods of the Grounded Theory approach to gather
qualitative data on college women’s drinking experiences and consequences. This
particular approach is “construct-oriented” (Creswell, 1998, p. 34) and used to generate a
theory, or in this case, a model, that is closely related to the phenomenon studied (p. 56).
As an inductive method, the intent is to gather information from persons who experience
the phenomenon, in this case, college women who experience high-risk drinking and
negative outcomes. This information, or data, is then systematically categorized and
analyzed. Through several analytic methods associated with qualitative analysis and the
results provide a theoretical framework, or in this case, a model, grounded in data
(Creswell, 1998, p. 56).
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Research Questions
This study addresses the following research question: How do college women
perceive their high-risk drinking and related consequences?
More specifically, the related questions include:
What language do college women use to describe drinking and levels of drinking,

What contexts/places are involved in drinking alcoholic beverages?

_

What events are involved when drinking alcoholic beverages?

.

with a particular focus on high-risk drinking with negative consequences?

How do these events, people, and contexts/places differ concerning the levels of
drinking?
u
The following sections offer the Participants, Access and Informed Consent, Data
Collection, Data Analysis and Trustworthiness.

Participants
For the purposes of this study, I used theoretical sampling in selecting
participants. Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe theoretical sampling as selecting persons
who experience the phenomenon under study, which in this case, were women who
participate in high-risk drinking and experience negative outcomes. Prior studies indicate
that college women who participate high risk drinking tend to be White and tend to be
from sororities, athletic teams, off-campus housing, and the first year class (National
Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c). Therefore, I attempted to find
women from these groups by contacting people who, and finding sources that, linked me
to these undergraduates. According to Strauss and Corbin, this type of sampling and
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selection, can provide rich sources of information (e.g. data) for establishing and
saturating categories during the ongoing analysis of grounded theory work. As Strauss
and Corbin emphasize, theoretical sampling is combined with analysis as researchers
compare and contrast, as well as categorize, the data.
The participants are volunteers who are women, 17-22 years of age, and enrolled
in a four-year institution of higher learning. As previously defined, the participants are
“traditional” undergraduate college women. Seventeen undergraduate women responded
to a flyer advertising the study, or were referred from a variety of campus contacts,
informants, and references. Ten of the seventeen met the selection criteria. The final
selection process is explained in Chapter Four because this aspect of the study relates to
the results. The next sections describe the setting, access, and informed consent
processes.

Setting
Based on the research of Presley, Meilman, and Leichliter (2002), there are
several institutional characteristics that are linked to high-risk drinking (e.g. the presence
of a Greek system, a strong athletic program, 4-year college status, and a location in the
Northeast). Additionally, Weitzman et. al. (2003) found significant correlations between
outlet densities (e.g. “wet environments”) and heavy, frequent drinking and drinkingrelated problems. Therefore, to find volunteers, this researcher purposely chose a site
that met the aforementioned criteria. The selected university is a four-year institution,
with a Greek system, an athletic program, and located in the northeast. Also, there is
several popular alcohol serving establishments within walking distance as well as four
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other colleges on bus routes, creating a college community atmosphere that spans several
towns. The number of bars, off-campus houses, fraternities, and sororities in this college
area suggests a wet environment” as previously explained in the review of literature.
Additionally, I requested the alcohol statistics from the college in which this study
was conducted to confirm that this campus did, indeed, have high-risk drinking rates.

”

After asking two university professionals noted for their work in the area of collegiate
alcohol use, I acquired a presentation (Linowski, 2006) regarding the university’s annual
■N
\<f

alcohol statistics from the health education office. The Director of Health Education

f1
\

surveyed students during the spring of 2006 using a revised Harvard College Alcohol
Study [CAS]. The 2006 study was conducted February-March with a total sample of
2,392 and a 48.3 % response rate. The researcher noted that the sample was
representative of undergraduate population (Linowski, 2006). Important to note is that the
study’s data were collected during the same semester in which I conducted my
interviews. The college s binge drinking rates, as defined by Wechsler’s 5/4 measure,
indicate that this university’s heavy episodic drinking rates is at 55%, while the national
is at 48%. The average number of drinks per week for men is six, with women at four
standardized drinks. Further, frequent heavy episodic drinking (three or more times in the
past week) was 26% (Linowski, 2006).

Access and Informed Consent
-

.

I requested, and the University’s Internal Review Board (IRB) granted me,
permission to conduct interviews with students enrolled in this institution of higher
education. I gained access to undergraduate females through theoretical sampling
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(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), which involves my selection of those women who are involved
in the behavior I plan to study: high-risk drinking practices. Based upon the results of
my literature review, as well as my previous experience as a resident assistant, resident
director, alcohol and other drug coordinator, and now as a college tenure-track instructor,
I have learned that information about actual drinking practices is often available from
those who participate in such activities as well as from those who attempt to manage
the problems associated with this behavior. As presented in the review of literature,
women who participate in high-risk drinking practices are more likely to be in certain
contexts (e.g. sororities, athletic teams). Therefore, my goal was to interview women
who were members of sororities, athletic teams, and social clubs because my literature
review indicates that these contexts are linked to high-risk drinking practices.
As a woman in her forties who does not live on or near the campus, I believed 1
would have a hard time finding volunteers without the aid of contacts and informants
since I am distant in terms of age and location. Therefore, I sought “gatekeepers,” who
were contacts and/or members of the group I am studying and who were willing to share
information (Creswell, 1998, p. 119). One contact was a professional employed in a
student life research office and quantitatively studies the college’s alcohol related issues.
Two other professionals include a Health Educator and a Dean. I also contacted
“informants” who were resident directors working in the residential halls and I asked
them for “insider information” on contacts. Additionally, I emailed my peers in the
doctoral program for information since several had assistantships in the student life area
and were connected with students.
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In talking with my contacts and informants, I recognized the difficulty in
acquiring interviewees particularly at a time when a stricter alcohol policy was being
implemented at the university and another research study on alcohol was actively in
progress on campus. Therefore, on the suggestion of several of my contacts and
informants, I advertised that undergraduate women who participated in an interview were
eligible to enter their names (e.g. pseudonyms) into a raffle for a fifty-dollar gift
certificate, which would be drawn upon the study’s completion.
With a list of seventeen female students provided by my informants and contacts,
I invited all of them to participate in a confidential research study about college women
and alcohol. The letter, in the form of an email, included the name of the person who
referred them along with some information about the raffle, confidentiality, and criteria
for participation. Thirteen of the seventeen responded, with twelve showing for the
interview meeting. The thirteenth person cancelled two appointments. All twelve who
participated in the interviews were entered into the raffle for the fifty-dollar gift
certificate. Because the final selection process relates to my results, I explain the details
of the process and criteria in Chapter Four.

Data Collection
After obtaining access to students through email and/or phone calls, I coordinated
a meeting place acceptable to each potential participant. I offered the participants a
public or private space to meet as well as a non-alcoholic beverage of their choice. Based
on their choices, I held appointments with the students in available empty classrooms, a
library study carrel, an on-campus cafe, or a vacant office.
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For the interviews, I used a guide (refer to Appendix B). Each student received a
consent form (refer to Appendix A), which she read, and agreed to sign before the onset
of the interview. Most of the interviews lasted between 45 minutes to one hour and a
half. The data collection occurred during the spring semester of 2006.

Interviews
In an email regarding this study, I asked the participants if they were willing to
engage in a tape-recorded interview about college alcohol use. If they agreed, we
scheduled a meeting. During our appointed time, I explained the consent form, provided
time for them to read the form, and if they agreed, signed to affirm their informed
consent.
I used an interview guide which I had designed (refer to Appendix B) and asked
open-ended questions. The purpose of this type of questioning is to acquire information
regarding drinking experiences and consequences among women. This type of
questioning is compatible with the qualitative approach, which explores events or
experiences from those who have lived it (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Merriam (1998)
explains that less structured interviews assume that individuals communicate their
experiences in “unique ways” (p. 74). Due to the sensitive nature of the questions, some
of the interviews turned into “dialogic interviews” which Rossman and Rallis (2003)
define as “true conversations” which help both the researcher and interviewee understand
more complex situations and conditions (p. 182).
I transcribed each of the interviews. The transcriptions are saved on two computer
discs (CDs). One of the two is used for back-up purposes. The names on the
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transcriptions are pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality. Additionally, easily
identifiable places, persons and events were deliberately changed to protect the
participant’s identity.
As recommended by both my advisor and qualitative research scholars (Rossman
& Rallis, 2003), I kept detailed memos, or what some researchers classify as “field notes”
regarding both the interviews and the data analyses. My interview memos covered
details regarding the actual meetings between the participant and myself, and were often
times notations to help me remember the non-verbal aspects of the interview, such as
behavior, tone, mood, and other related aspects. Sometimes I wrote down points that I
needed to make certain to ask the interviewee before the end of our meeting.
Additionally, I used on-going analytic memos to record my on-going
deliberations, insights, and category ideas. I logged this information in a notebook that I
kept with me while analyzing my data. I also carried a mini notebook around with me in
case I had an epiphany to record or needed to make a notation about a question or task.

Data Analysis
Analyzing the data is an on-going process of deep immersion in the interview
transcripts and related data; systematically organizing the materials into themes and
categories; and presenting the results in an articulate format (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p.
270). 1 used methods associated with the Grounded Theory approach to analyze the data
collected. Therefore, I used open, axial and selective coding, which results in a set of
“theoretical propositions” (Creswell, 1998, p. 150).

Open Coding
In this first step, I read interview data and organized it into categories based on
similarities among the transcripts. Through this constant comparative method, those
activities, events, and people that are similar contributed to the emerging categories
(Creswell, 1998, p. 240).

Axial Coding
After the process of open coding, axial coding was the next step in analyzing the
now categorized data. During this process, I reviewed the interrelationships between the
categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This led to the use of charts and diagrams to
examine the data.

Selective Coding
After reviewing the interrelationships among the categories, a central theme, core
category or phenomenon, is “identified,” or seen as emerging, from the organized data
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 14). Based upon my analysis, I propose a conceptual
framework for understanding high-risk drinking with negative consequences among
college women. This conceptual framework and the findings are detailed in Chapter
Four.

Trustworthiness
In regards to trustworthiness of this research, the following qualitative strategies
were used to ensure credibility and rigor (Rossman & Rallis, 2003): (a) Critical Friends,
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(b) Community of Practice, and (c) Participant Validation and (d) Triangulation. First, in
using critical friends, I asked at least two professionals involved in research to act as
“intellectual watchdogs” during the study (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Additionally, I
contacted academics and other experts in the fields of higher education, collegiate alcohol
abuse, and women and alcohol. Therefore, I used a Community of Practice, who act as
“valued colleagues” and “engage in critical and sustained discussion” (Rossman & Rallis,
2003).

3
\)

I conducted participant validation when referring back to the interviewees to
review material they shared during their interviews. While I attempted to reconnect with
all participants for the purposes of confirming some information, five of the ten
participants responded to an email I wrote approximately two months after our initial
meeting. Later, two of those five responded to a second request approximately three
months after that email contact to share and review some of my findings with them.
Their feedback helped to solidify some of my findings as they clarified or added more
details about their experiences.
I also applied the technique of triangulation, using multiple and different sources,
methods and material to corroborate data and results. I reviewed my memos, read the
college newspaper, examined the college alcohol policies, referred back to the literature,
and requested and received statistics regarding current campus alcohol use and
consequences. For example, the college’s alcohol statistics confirmed that the women in
this study drank more than their campus peers. Additionally, I searched for the
interviewees on the web-based “face book” which is an on-line public forum for college
students to share personal information, photos, links and videos (Shire, n.d.). I found
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two of the participants, both of whom had uploaded photos in which there was alcohol
and friends in the pictures. This public display of their drinking among friends, as well as
their online public comments, helped to validate some their interview material. Most of
the material used for triangulation offered confirmation or further validation regarding
several aspects of this study.

Limitations of the Study
The delimitation and a subsequent limitation placed on this study relate to the
purpose and sampling. First, in terms a delimitation, the purpose of this study is not to
test or predict behavior about undergraduate women’s drinking and consequences, but to
develop a theoretical framework based on their experiences and outcomes. Therefore, the
method used to examine women’s high-risk use and related consequences is from the
qualitative genre to understand and explore such phenomena as opposed to testing
relationships and predicting behaviors often best examined through quantitative methods.
A limitation of this study relates to the theoretical sampling. While the goal of
this study is to extrapolate categories and concepts about collegiate women’s high-risk
drinking experiences and related outcomes, the original sample and results are based on
the demographics of the interviewees. In this case, all participants are White and of
“traditional” college age: 17-22 years old. As stated in the review of the literature,
descriptive statistics show that white women from sororities and athletic teams show
higher rates of drinking than women who do not belong to such entities and therefore, I
attempted to find participants from such groups. Further, the sample size is small,
consisting of ten women. Therefore, the results may be more reflective of these
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particular women’s experiences and with a larger sample in future studies, there may be
more to add to the findings when studying more women with more diversity. Therefore,
this study is not inclusive of all women in a four-year college setting. A future study may
want to initiate more research with a diverse or different demographic group.

Conclusion
This chapter offers the conceptual framework, methods and procedures, and other
vital information regarding the proposed research study. The purpose is to explore
women’s perceptions of their high-risk alcohol behavior and related outcomes. In
emphasizing the need for women’s voices and women’s experiences as necessary
elements in the study of collegiate drinking, this work begins from the “ground” up.
Therefore, the data is “grounded” in gathering high-risk drinking episodes and related
consequences from the population under investigation —those who live and experience it- college women. In studying college women’s alcohol experiences and consequences,
information can be categorized to formulate concepts and relationships about this topic.
As proposed, the best approach for this study is based on the methods found in
Grounded Theory approach as described by (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Through several
analytic methods associated with qualitative analysis and the grounded theory approach,
the research results provide a theoretical model grounded in data (Creswell, 1998, p. 56).
In this case, the model can be used in developing better “gender” informed college
alcohol assessments and surveys. Such instruments will include items that are reflective
of women’s drinking experiences and related consequences.
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CHAPTER 4

RESULTS

Introduction
Girls drink a lot in college, binge drinking...it’s a known fact., girls drink
to loosen up, people drink to get more comfortable, and people’s goal is to
get ‘shitfaced,’ [girls] will go ‘I’m going out to get wrecked tonight
(Arin)
The purpose of this study is to explore college women’s perceptions of high-risk
alcohol use and related consequences. Additionally, this research is designed to generate
new insights into how we understand and study collegiate alcohol use in order to guide
further inquiry in a manner that is more inclusive of women. To develop this greater
understanding, this study begins from the “ground” up, collecting actual drinking
episodes and related consequences from undergraduate college women. As described in
the previous chapter, methods used to examine and analyze the participant’s interviews
are based on the Grounded Theory approach as described in Creswell (1998), Neuman
(2003), Rossman and Rallis (2003), and Strauss and Corbin (1998).
The following sections provide the outcomes of the coding and analysis involved
in this study. Based on the analysis, I offer a framework for understanding undergraduate
women’s high-risk drinking. Before a discussion of the coding and analysis, however, I
first describe the final selection of participants.

The Participants
To select participants for this study, I chose ten of the twelve students, from the
original list of seventeen, because they volunteered by showing and participating in
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interviews, and, met the criteria for high-risk use as defined in this study (refer to Table 2
for demographic information). Therefore, the selected participants reported heavy,
episodic use as well as negative consequences. For example, the participants’ selfreported patterns of drinking met the minimum criteria for the national standardized
binge drinking definition (four or more drinks in a row at least once over the past two
weeks) and qualified for the frequent binge drinking measure (Wechsler et al., 2002).
Specifically, some participants reported drinking up to 10 drinks per party/night as many
as two to three times per week, which well exceeds Wechsler’s and colleagues’ (1994)
national standardized binge drinking measure. The typical report for any one semester
was six to seven beers/mixed drinks per night, with a reported two to three nights “out”
drinking. However, the participants may have underreported because during the
interview, as they attempted to recollect the number of drinks they consumed per
evening, they would eventually lose count, even when recalling the most recent episode.
Additionally, the participants did not seem to base their drinking amounts on
standardized pouring or serving practices. That is, they did not report standardized
serving sizes (12-ounce beer, 1 shot/mixed drink) when describing their alcoholic
beverages, but relied on the number of cups or drinking devices (e.g. whether they drank
alcohol out of a communal drinking apparatus, such as an ice luge).
Additionally, for the purposes of this study, the term high-risk alcohol use is
inclusive of heavy episodic use with drinking related consequences (Stubbs & DeJong,
2000). All the participants who engaged in high-risk drinking as explained earlier, did
report experiencing negative consequences. The detrimental outcomes included, but are
not limited to, such areas as social, emotional, physical, and academic problems. In
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summary, the participants in this study participated in high-risk drinking with negative
consequences.
Table 2. Participant Demographics

Pseudonym

Age

Race

Class

Major

Group affiliation

Renee

22

White

Senior

English/
Education

Sorority

Andrea

21

White

Junior

English

Sorority

Anna

21

White

Junior

Veterinary and
Animal Sciences

Sorority

Rita

20

White

Junior

English

Sorority

Tracey

19

White

Sophomore

UndeclaredPsychology

Sorority

Liz

20

White

Sophomore

Legal Studies

Residence Hall

Arin

18

White

First Yr.

Undecided

Residence Hall/First
Year

Beth

18

White

First Yr.

UndeclaredHospitality

Residence Hall/First
Year

Sally

21

White

Junior

Education

Athlete

Olga

22

White

Senior

Wildlife &
Fisheries
Conservation

Athlete

Table 2 summarizes demographic information for each participant. The ten
women participants range in age from eighteen to twenty-two. All of the students are
White and from the United States. There are two first year students, two sophomores,
four juniors, and two seniors. However, two of the students are on academic probation
[to protect their identities, the students on probation are not identified in the chart]].
These two students state they were on academic probation for one semester. The students
report the following majors and departmental interests: English, Legal Studies,
Hospitality, Veterinary and Animal Sciences, Education, and Wildlife and Fisheries
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Conservation. In terms of organized group affiliation, two of the participants are athletes
and five are member of sororities.
After selecting the ten of the twelve participants based on their high-risk
drinking, I analyzed their interview transcripts using methods associated with the
Grounded Theory approach. Consistent with this approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), I
used a method of content analysis for identifying and classifying similarities and
differences within, and between, the interview transcripts. Therefore, I read the interview
scripts and discovered similar words, behaviors, activities, people, and experiences. In
organizing these findings, I created categories and using the constant comparative
approach (Creswell, 1998), I “saturated” these categories by continuing to explore the
data for similar concepts. After completing this coding and categorization, I focused on a
more intense analysis by examining the data in each category to find patterns, themes,
and relationships among the material within the categories to create subcategories. Upon
completing this detailed analysis within these categories, I further explored the
interrelationships among the categories through Grounded Theory’s axial coding process.
As a result, I discovered several themes and developed a conceptual framework to help us
understand college women’s high-risk drinking and related consequences. These themes
and the framework are discussed in greater detail in the following sections.

An Overview of the Key Findings
A simple overview of the results show some of the individual and environmental
factors which facilitate heavy consumption of alcohol and subsequent negative
consequences among college women. This particular theme of individual, environment.

and consequence is reminiscent of Astin’s (1993) model of college impact introduced
earlier. Astin’s model is broad, offering a categorization of findings into Input,
Environment, and Output. The students’ Input (characteristics “in” the person) as well as
the Environment (external to the person) contribute to the Output (e.g. negative
outcomes). For the purposes of this overview, I frame the overall results within this
context.
According to Astin’s (1993) model, the Input is what the student brings to college
which can include the following characteristics: personality traits, pre-college
experiences, motivations and expectations. One major finding of this study is that the
participants reported several personal motivations (Input) for drinking. The results of the
analysis show that their reasons for drinking are to change mood, socialize, meet men, be
“real” and have “fun.”
A second major finding involves the importance of women’s peer group and its
significance in relation to their drinking. While the participants express personal reasons
for consuming alcohol, when they do drink, they are far from solitary, detached, and
alone. The women’s drinking involves a group, or “pack” (Rita, Tracey) as some
participants describe. Specifically, these women report a very strong connection to a
close-knit group of particular friends with whom they drink. This finding involves the
Environmental factor of Astin’s (1993) model. According to Astin, the environment
includes institutional ecology, peer relationships, in-college experiences, and perceptions.
Therefore, in this particular study, the environmental factor is their peers.
Another aspect of this second finding is that while drinking in a group of closeknit friends, these women participate in a ritual of activities, which involves large
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amounts of alcohol. In this study, a ritual refers to a type of activity performed by a
primary group, which involves multiple behaviors in an episodic sequence that tends to
be repeated over time (Rook, 1985). Additionally, this ritual appears to strengthen the
group s connection and cohesion. Anthropologists (Kupferer, 1979; Mandelbaum, 1979)
have long recognized this type of group behavior and assert that drinking among friends
does create solidarity. As another anthropological scholar explains, drinking “solidifies
personal relationships... It signals the expose of self to others within an atmosphere
which is also protective” (Jarvinen, 2003, p. 221). Interestingly, the women in this study
indicate that drinking with their close friends provides protection from dangerous
encounters. This finding is particularly interesting when considering motivations for
drinking as well as the outcomes, and, therefore, is discussed in greater detail.
These women appear to initiate this ritual by drinking in private and insulated
gatherings in dorm rooms, apartments, or houses. Later, the women move to more public
people and places such as fraternities, off campus parties, and eventually, town bars. At
the end of their night out, or soon thereafter, they reconnect with their friends in sharing
stories of the evening. Their ritual of activities, and the manner in which they participate
in them, suggest a habitual, almost expected pattern of drinking and related behaviors.
While these women collectively drink as a group, they individually experience
their own negative consequences. This finding is the third factor, and applies to the “O”
in Astin’s I-E-0 model: the Outcomes, or in this case, the consequences, of their
drinking. Each of the participants describes dealing with her own social, emotional,
physical, and/or academic consequences. These consequences are usually negative from
the perspective of college officials and other administrators, yet when listening to these
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women relay their stories; the consequences do not seem to be of great concern or worry.
Perhaps, the women downplay their negative consequences and/or compartmentalize
their group drinking experience from their personally experienced negative outcomes.
This proposition is examined in greater detail within the final theme.
The final major finding of this study provides further insight into the possible
reasons for the continued high-risk use of alcohol among college women and proposes a
conceptual model for understanding the repetitive pattern of drinking despite negative
outcomes. However, before developing this last theme in further detail, the specific
findings of the first three themes are presented to provide the foundation for this fourth
contributory aspect.

The Results of the Analysis
The analysis of the ten college women’s interviews offer four major themes. As
an overview, the first three are personal motivations for alcohol use, their group
involvement as they participate in their ritual of activities, and their individually
3

experienced consequences. The final theme, the Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ),
offers a conceptual model and illustrates the interrelationship among the first three major
themes. Therefore, this final theme is explained in a subsequent section.

Overview of Themes
•

Motives: Merriment, Meeting Others, Mating & Men, Mood Management and
Me- participants reported personal reasons for the use of alcohol
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•

Relational Ritual: “Pregaming,” “Going Out,” and “Storytelling”- the pattern and
repetition of behavior involved in high-risk drinking

•

Consequences- Academic: Skipping & Slipping; Social: Drunk Dialing and
Friendship “Fights,” Getting in Trouble; Mood: “Getting Emotional;” Physical:
Blackouts, Flangovers; Pain, Puking and Purging; Sexual: Flook Ups - Negative
outcomes associated with high-risk alcohol use
3

•

R : Relational Ritual Reinforcement - A framework for understanding high-risk
use and negative consequences among college women

Motives: Merriment, Meeting Others, Mating & Men,
Mood Management and Me
In the collegiate alcohol literature, a motive for drinking is defined as “the need or
psychological function that alcohol consumptions fulfills” (Baer, 2002, p. 45). Based on
the analysis of the interview data in this study, the college women’s reasons for drinking
appear to be in one or more of the following categories: Merriment (to have fun),
Meeting others. Mating & Men, Mood Management, or “being Me.” Liz, one of the
participants, summarizes some of these reasons in the following reply to a question
regarding why she thinks college women drink:
I think it’s well, it’s expected, I think some people [believe that] you’re
going to college, you are going to drink. [Drinking] probably because it
gives them reason to go out..to dress up and go out and meet people and
hang out with guys and stuff like that.I think maybe those are the
reasons..I know I drink on the weekends... to have fun, that is really just
the thing, -what you want to do, let’s drink, it’s just one of those things,
like going bowling, let’s drink (Liz)
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Motives
1. Merriment
2. Meeting Others
3. Mating & Men
4. Mood Management
5. Me
Merriment. The participants in this study report motives to drink that relate to
their desire to have positive experiences. Specifically, several participants report their
reason for drinking is to “have fun.” For example, Tracey states “we stayed up till 3
o’clock in the morning being ..just being drunk and stupid, having fun, rolling around on
the floor laughing..
Similar to Tracey, Beth explains:
.. .it’s like you want to have fun... release some of your inhibitions, for
®

some reason, like, let’s play Twister , drink, get drunk, ..everything is
ten times funnier, more amazing when you are drunk, like really stupid
things., it’s just.. it’s sad to say, because obviously I’ve had fun times
when I’m sober too., but it seems like a new way of seeing things..
Several participants reported one particular form of “merriment” in terms of
celebrating special occasions with alcohol. Types of special events included a reunion
(Renee), sorority “kinda like a” prom (Rita), holidays (Anna, Tracey), and birthdays
(Andrea, Beth, Renee).
For example, Renee explains a reunion among her sorority friends:
.. .we actually had a little reunion with a few friends, some people who
graduated last semester, and so since we didn’t have anything on Monday,
because it was a holiday,.. .we all hung out for a little while and then we
had a drink to have a cheer for the night, and then we were together and
actually celebrated an award we actually won for our last year’s [student
organization’s] board, so that was fun, that was how we started and then
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just continued on... we had a few drinks, listening to music., had some
other people come over, and did that for two hours and then went out to
the bars....
Further details based on some of the women’s experiences indicate that birthdays
offer free drinks” for the birthday ‘girl.’ As Andrea explains, “On your birthday people
buy you [drinks], I didn’t pay for a single drink on my birthday.” The descriptions of
birthday drinking experiences indicate that the birthday ‘girl’ usually drank ‘a lot.’ For
example, Beth describes a birthday celebration:
Because it was her birthday we gave her a [gift], and she was talking about
how she wanted [a certain drink], for herself to drink on her birthday..so
we got her pink [drink] and her favorite game is to play flip cup... when
we played flip cup [a college drinking game explained in a later
section].. .The birthday girl probably had a bottle of [her favorite drink],
oh my God she was...she had a good birthday....”
In addition, Beth explains that “she was really giddy [later in the evening] and
running through the hallways., people do some crazy stuff..” All the “merriment”
incidents suggest that one reason for drinking is to have fun.
Meeting Others. Another motive for drinking relates to socialization. Meeting
“new” people is another reason why Rita and Sally state they drink. Tracey’s words
exemplify this motivation:
...with my friends .. .last week, I had such a good time. I met so many
people, it was great.. .just made a lot of new friends, where I could walk
up to them and say HEY, can you remember me from the other day.. I get
into conversations, I love that. I love that part about being drunk...
(Tracey)
Arin states that “It is just a fun night, so we’re really drunk and socializing with
everybody..” In fact, one of the participants used there is a specific term, used, “social
lube” (Beth), related to this motive. This drinking term appears to include such benefits
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as the reducing social anxiety and self-consciousness, lowering inhibitions, and offering
the opportunity to talk with people one does not know.
...sometimes you meet people that way [by drinking], there’s lots of
pressure and your brain, that little switch that keeps on talking back at
you, you are stupid, you are acting really stupid right now, it doesn’t
interfere and make you self conscious (Rita)
Mating and Men. Many of the participants reported drinking to engage socially,
and in some cases, sexually, with men. The women wanted to “party to meet guys”
(Rita), be more “appealing to boys, if shitfaced” (Arin), and “take a shot to call a boy”
(Beth). For example Rita states: “I think it is easier to meet guys when you are
drinking..and with the guys you know it’s more an icebreaker.”
As Beth’s tale indicates, meeting men may be a major goal of the evening:
I went [out]... everyone was pretty., the excuse to dress slutty... pretty
much.. I was like [overdressed]and had like no flesh showing., so you
couldn’t see my skin,., so pretty much what frat guy is going to be, wanna
talk to me? I mean, I was like, I was kinda depressed all night..my friend
was like.. .half naked., and I looked like an ass.. Like obviously they are
going to get more attention., so pretty much drank, and then got into the
depressed drunk mode...
In some cases the purpose implies sexual interaction. For example, some of the
reasons for drinking alcohol are to “pick up a guy” (Tracey), “go home with a guy”
(Sally), and to “hook up,” (Arin).

Arin continues with explaining the term “hook up,”

“I’ve heard it in terms of anything, just like oral sex, hand stuff, or even kissing is
considered hooking up, so it really depends on the person,” while Anna states that
“hooking up”is “regular sex beyond oral.” Other participants explain their drinking in
relation to a rationalization for general physical/sexual male contact:
Yeah, I know girls who if they like a boy, they will get really drunk so
they feel like they can just, I don’t know, not more comfortable, but...it’s
almost like an excuse to just do whatever, and then after say, later, I was
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drunk and didn t know what I was doing, just to test the water...with a
boy (Arin)
In discussing her drinking and ‘hooking up,’ Renee offers a similar reason to
drink. 99% of the time, it [hooking up] involves alcohol... people get drunk for a reason
and it is not because you want to have control over yourself, you know what you happens
when you get drunk.” Tracey explains that one of the “sole reasons” for ‘going out’ and
getting drunk is “to go out.. and maybe not come home,” implying that she and some of
the women she knows purposely choose to drink to go to someone else’s place to ‘hook
up.’
Mood Management. Several participants reported their alcohol use relates to —
what is best described as- mood management. Some of the undergraduate women in this
study report experiencing a negative event or conflict, and drink to deal with their
emotions.

Some of the specific reasons included drinking because of a difficult phone

conversation with parents (Beth), the loss of a playoff game (Sally), a “crappy day, bad
week” (Beth), drown out personal problems (Renee) and break ups with boyfriends
(Tracey). As reported in the previous Hooking Up section, Beth drank because she felt
depressed because she believed that her outfit made her look like an “ass.” However,
she continued with her story, explaining how her mood changed:
.... we played flip cup for the first time..and I was like I was crazy drunk, I
ended up throwing up in the frat... just before I threw up, I had such an
amazing time, just dancing and just hanging out, and at one point I
climbed the fire escape and I was pretty drunk., it was amazing.. I don’t
know just kinda the epitome of a fun time, I guess...
Two of the participants explained events where friends brought them out to
‘drink’ as the result of a break-up of a relationship.
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Recently, my boyfriend and I broke up and it was just a horrible night, and
then it starts off and people say have a drink and relax and then later in the
night they say OK, you’re relaxed, you’ve had enough, you’re getting
upset.. (Renee)
In some cases, the mood management dealt with stress and tension in relation to
midterms and life in general (Tracey, Rita). As Tracey explains, “I get more stressed out
than upset over things, so I do., so I will go out to drink to kind of relieve some tension,
to take my mind off of things.” Renee admits that drinking provides a “pick me up” and
Beth reports “binge eating” in relation to drinking and emotions.
Me. Several of the participants consumed alcohol to reveal their “real selves”
(Sally). They spoke about drinking to be one’s “real self,” bring a person “out of your
shell” (Anna, Sally, Rita, Renee), and ‘open’ someone up (Tracey). Sally explains how
new recruits to her athletic team are sometimes shy and quiet, until they drink alcohol and
are “real.”
Especially with girls on our team, they won’t talk at all. They will say
specifically “I know, know” they just don’t talk at all ..and when they
drink all of a sudden they are talking, and then you can see their real
self... and then you really see who she is., she will talk and she is a nice
person, and we don’t see it because she is shy, withdrawn or nervous, yeah
nervous...
Not only do the recruits drink to be “real,” but Sally continues explaining that, in
general, many people drink to be their real selves: “usually having a good time is
drinking, getting to know people, seeing people in their real., like out of their shell, and
like talkative., stuff like that...”
As Anna explained, her coach has always seen the serious, driven side of her until
they accidentally met at a bar. Anna admits to having “a little booze in me” and the two
had a conversation. “She [the coach] never knew that I crack jokes all the time, or [was]
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really not serious, [I am] probably one of the most laid back people she ever met, and
..she saw me that night..” Anna’s emphasis of her coach seeing “me” relates to this idea
that alcohol permits a woman to “be her real self.” Interestingly, the women who

The Relational Ritual
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a specific group, has its pressures and drawbacks in “being real.”
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sororities. Perhaps the pressure of representing a formal organization, or identifying with
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offered these statements are also members of organized, formal groups such as athletes or
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While there are individual reasons reported for alcohol use, the women in this
study emphasize the importance of drinking with other people. As introduced previously,
the college women do not drink with random people, but describe a close-knit group of
friends. For example, two of the participants referred to their group as a “pack” (Tracey,
Rita), implying the strong relationship among the members. Upon further analysis, I
discovered that these friends are usually members of an already established, primary
group of women. Their principal association was not related to alcohol, but based on a
school affiliation such as a student society (sorority), official college organization
(athletic team), college class (first year students), or living arrangements (residence hall
mates).
I did not find this principle association surprising because I tried to interview
women who tend to show high-risk drinking practices. Therefore, because the research
indicates that there are specific groups of women who show higher risk drinking than
others, I attempted to interview women from the following affiliations: sororities
(Meilman, Leichliter, & Presley, 1999b; Presley et al., 2002), athletic teams (Leichliter et
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al., 1998; Nelson & Wechsler, 2001; Wechsler et al., 1997), and the first year class (Engs
& Hansen, 1983). However, what was unexpected, is that they never acknowledged that
their drinking friends are from a specific group.

For example, in discussing their

“friends” as the people with whom they drink, they do not initially identify their friends
are from a particular affiliation or membership. However, this primary association only
became apparent when they shared their drinking stories in detail. That is, when the
participants discussed their alcohol use, they recognized drinking with “friends.” As each
one told her story, she failed to acknowledge that these friends are from a specific
primary group. The sorority sisters eventually identify their sorority status by using the
word “sorority sisters” and the athletes eventually distinguish their friends by using the
term “teammates.” The first year students and sophomore were less specific, but as the
interview continued, they implied that their group of friends is usually underclasswomen
with whom they shared a hall room or suite. Their overlooking, or taking for granted,
their group identity, as well as their friends as members of a specific group, lead to
further questions and implications, which are discussed further in Chapter Five.
In examining the women’s group drinking experience, the strength of their
relationships among the women who drank became apparent. When they described their
drinking with “friends,” “teammates,” and/or “sisters,” they gave the impression of a very
strong connection among them. The participants’ descriptions of their connection to these
friends, indicate that they were almost as strong as some relationships among siblings or
life long friends. For example, two of the women describe their group experiences, which
offer a glimpse at their loyalty and connection to each other, particularly around drinking:
There’s tons of ..beer games, Beirut, [that is how] people refer to it..and
that’s a pretty big bonding thing., we actually made a table that is a
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[sports] field and it says [school’s name and sport]...And that’s big, it’s
team bonding., because you actually have two teams and you could have
team often so, everybody on your team, you are cheering for them, it’s
fun, it’s a lot of fun.. (Sally)
...we all know each other so well, I was with some of these sorority girls
for three years, we are in the same house, eat the same meals together, you
know when somebody is distressed and you know when somebody’s not,
and you know when somebody’s too drunk to understand their actions,
and if they were..we could pull them away, it’s always, my sisters will
always come before any guy..(Anna)
Sally’s experience indicates that she and her teammates created a table for a
drinking game where they identified their team name and sport, implying the importance
of the group along with its connection to alcohol use. Anna’s experience shows that there
is group loyalty among members, which includes an awareness of another member’s
intoxication and the responsibility in caring for that person. It appears that drinking as a
group offers a strengthening of connection and camaraderie among the members, and
indeed, anthropological research cited herein confirms this purpose (Kupferer, 1979;
Mandelbaum, 1979). These women appear to use alcohol as a means to solidify their
group allegiance.
Another reason for collectively drinking appears to be that the group offers a form
of protection. That is, group members “look out” for one another, by protecting their
sisters, teammates and friends from more disastrous experiences while they consume
large quantities of alcohol. In referring back to a specific experience, Beth’s event offers
an example of this protection. She reports feeling depressed about her outfit and
consumes enough alcohol to get drunk, but notes that, “I was with my really close
friends, and we kept an eye out for each other we wouldn’t just walk off with someone

random..She further describes that she was with her really close five friends with
whom she parties, and that they watch out for each other.
As these women indicate, members prevent each other from making poor
decisions (e.g. drunk dialing ex- boyfriends), to assisting them while they vomit (from
alcohol overuse), to creating safer ways to get ‘home’ (e.g. safety sisters at sororities,
sober drivers) and shielding them from strangers.
When my friends have been drinking.. I’ll offer to stay sober to do rides or
I’ll make sure that they have everything before they leave or that they
aren’t doing something that they wouldn’t necessarily do when they are
sober, whether it is a boy or that they keep on drinking or things like that
or making even phone calls or like drunk dialing., is huge., sometimes you
just need to put down the phone right now, so ya.I always have that
thinking in the back of my head it’s like.. .1 really can’t just not watch
what other people are doing and how they’re gonna feel in the morning
and how they’re gonna feel about what they did... (Andrea)
.. .we go out as a[n athletic] team, somebody is looking out for somebody.,
it’s just like the number one rule for most people.. .you just don’t let
people go alone with somebody ..or at least., know that they are conscious
of what they are doing., ya know, apart from being overprotective of them,
and have them mad at you the following day, but making sure, they are
making a conscious decision with whom they are going home with or what
they are doing, you aren’t being their mom, but you are just being sure.,
it’s just like a team rule., you just don’t let someone go off.,
somewhere.. .(Olga)
sometimes we’ll go to the guys’ house and they’ll just get out of hand, but
usually, if someone on our team likes somebody we are out with, and she
starts to get out of hand, then we are like, whoa, whoa, calm down,
looking out for her., [for example] two guys go up to her and you know
she is completely drunk, you are going to be going over and talk to
her. ..(Sally)
A few of the participants explained that they are attentive to their friends’ moods
when they “go out” drinking. This attentiveness seems to be another form of protection.
In their connectivity, they “tune in” to each other’s emotional states, and if there appears
to be potential for trouble, they stay alert to their friends’ drinking. Anna best describes
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this experience when she states: “I think we notice this [who to watch out for] in the
beginning of the night, based on moods of people, if somebody wants to go out there and
let s go to the party, and I m going to get drunk,..” then Anna attends to this friend’s
behavior for the purposes of intervening if there appears to be a brewing problem. She
further explains that friends automatically intervene when there appears to be trouble
(e.g. male advances towards an extremely intoxicated friend).
Additionally, some of these women report that if they decided not to drink, their
decision was based on their feeling vulnerable because of a lack of familiarity with the
people at the party (Beth, Renee). The implication from these particular stories indicate
that they would drink more if they were with their friends, which may create a greater
sense of security, allowing them to drink more because they perceive themselves as being
“safer.”
In this study, these peer group factors appear to contribute to the outcome of highrisk drinking among college women and related consequences. The motives for drinking
as a group appear related to the functions of protection and group connection as they
engage in activities directly or indirectly related to alcohol. These activities appear to
create and maintain high-risk drinking among these women. This high-risk alcohol use
appears to be embedded in what may be referred to as a ritual and relational drinking, or
rather, a relational ritual.
The relational ritual involves primary group: (1) “Pregaming”; (2) “Going Out”;
and (3) Storytelling.
The women in this study are connected and affiliated to a primary group of closeknit friends. The cohesion among the group members seems indicative of what Miller
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(1986) and Surrey (1991) refer to as relational. Surrey and the team of women
researchers and theorists (Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Striver, & Surrey, 1991) at the Stone
Center, propose that a woman develops and organizes her sense of self in relationships as
opposed to independence and autonomy, which are often associated with men’s lives.
Therefore, women’s experiences are rooted in connection and relationships.
With regards to alcohol use, two relational model scholars (Covington & Surrey,
1997) explain:

. .women frequently begin to use substances in ways that initially seem

to be in the service of making or maintaining connections, and try to feel connected,
energized, loved, or loving.. .”(p. 2). These scholars further explain that women’s
continued use of alcohol is to deal with pain and hurt in their discordant relationships, to
create mutuality in abusive relationships, and manage their disconnections.
Consequently, women drink to connect because they are disconnected.
However, in this study there appears to be a slight revision of this phenomenon.
The women seem to “drink in relation” to solidify their connection and strengthen their
group cohesion. How the group members inherit, create, and/or maintain their drinking
appears to be anchored in a relational ritual. As stated previously, a ritual refers to a type
of activity performed by a primary group, which involves multiple behaviors in an
episodic sequence that tends to be repeated over time (Rook, 1985). One of the
participant’s own words supports this idea of repetition when she states, “I think when
you’re out with any group of people, you kinda get on the same case, like you know
you’re doing things like you just get into a rotation” (Renee). As sociologist, Jarvinen
(2003) wrote when studying drinking habits in wet cultures, the structure of the drinking
is “so routine and collectively taken-for granted that...it is justified to describe them as
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rituals” ( p. 221).

Further, she discusses drinking rituals using Durkheim and Goffman’s

concepts, explaining that rituals are significant social interactions, which are practiced for
the “sake of celebration and manifestation of community” (p. 222).
In analyzing the stories of these women, their rituals involve a version of the
following schedule of activities: “pregaming.” going out, and storytelling. As they
initiate this ritual in pregaming, they begin drinking in preparation for the next phase. By
this second phase, referred to as ‘going out” by these women, they are drinking more
alcohol, adding to amounts that increase intoxication. By the third phase, referred to as
storytelling, they have ceased their use. Yet, while they tend to stop drinking at this
phase, this should not deemphasize the importance of the last stage: storytelling. This
part of the ritual is just as important in maintaining their high-risk drinking. To
understand this phenomenon, the following section offers an analysis on this relational
ritual and describes their drinking.

“Pregaming”
In almost all of the drinking episodes described, participants acknowledge
drinking with their primary group before attending a party or event. The participants
referred to this activity as “pre-gaming,” which they explained as drinking alcohol before
they travel to a party or campus activity.

Rita explains that pregaming is “getting drunk

before, well not necessarily getting drunk, but drinking before you leave so that way,
when you get there you are drunk., we’d take shots in my friend’s dorm room and then
walk down to the party...”
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Renee explains:
Yeah, a lot of people do it [pregame] because it is a lot cheaper., a lot of
people do it because they just don’t like to be sober when they get to the
bar if their socially awkward and some people like to do that.”
In clarifying the pregaming experience with Andrea, she stated that pregaming
isn’t necessarily about the cost of alcohol:
I think just to get a buzz on because maybe you are nervous or I can say
that I pregamed before partying, ....I don’t know why we do it because it’s
a social thing as we are getting ready, we will have a drink or two, like it’s
a social [thing]., you’re all doing each other’s hair, finding outfits..and just
have a drink..(Andrea)
Sally adds that, “you can communicate more, (be) more social, and ..keep it just
to your friends. Basically, you will know everyone who you are going to pregame with.,
as opposed to just random people being around.” As Sally and Andrea imply, this initial
drinking period appears to be among friends, and in particular, their primary group. This
part of the ritual appears to create or re-establish their connection among the group
members which augments their preparation for “going out.” Therefore, these women
initiate their alcohol use in a safer, smaller collection of friends who make up their
primary group. For example, the athletes usually drink with their team members, the
sorority members usually drink with their sisters, and underclasswomen drink with
members of their floor or suite. The amount drunk varies, with pregaming amounts
including several shots of beer (Beth), three rum and cokes (Renee), three shots of vodka
(Anna), and six or seven beers (Sally).
To note, for those who are under 21 and who are not of legal drinking age, they
usually acquire the alcohol to pregame from those who have fake IDs or students of legal
age. For example, Andrea reported that residence hall students have “runners” who buy
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for underage collegians. Usually on a Wednesday, underage students must pay and tip
the runner in order to obtain alcohol in time for the weekend.

Going Out
The women refer to “going out” as the phase of the evening when they decide to
leave their initial drinking place and attend a party or event. Going Out involves
traveling by foot or by car, “in packs” (Rita, Tracey) to a fraternity, off campus party, and
sometimes a bar. Tracey explains that “girls go out together, never alone.” This “going
out” together appears to be related to protection and group cohesiveness. As Rita further
explains:
.. if you are going to drink always have friends with you, and keep an eye
out for each other. I’d never go anywhere by myself....We always travel
in packs we always just watch out for each other, so no one gets left
behind..if we see something, like a guy who we don’t think they should be
with , or she has a boyfriend and she is with a guy she should not be near,
or if she is really drunk and she doesn’t know what she is doing..
Their destination is usually to another event or party and, in the case of these
women, “going out” involves drinking alcohol. These events or parties can include
dancing (Tracey, Liz, Anna) and games (discussed in greater detail within this section),
with a heavy emphasis on drinking and socializing. This activity includes meeting other
students, and sometimes, more specifically, men as discussed in the previous section on
motives.
Andrea offers a glimpse into their planning process:
So we [sorority members] get invited to these parties ... and they are
usually an open party on a Friday or Saturday and what usually happens is
usually on Thursday nights we plan a party with just one fraternity or one
sorority and they’ll be like themes ..like 80’s theme or t-shirts or that kind
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of stuff., and each house will put money to pool to pay for all the
alcohol...
Two of the primary groups identified a secondary group with whom they visit
because of a formal link. For example, sorority sisters party with fraternity men and
women athletes visit male team’s parties. Specifically, for sorority women, their ‘going
out’ can include attending a large, open party, which includes non-Greeks. Sorority
sisters explain the benefit of attending a party at a fraternity; they often do not have to
pay a cover charge “so that inspires more of us to go out and show up so we can get to
drink...” (Andrea). After the “open” party, the fraternity brothers and sorority sisters
socialize in a closed, smaller party. For example, Rita offers an explanation of after-hours
when she states, “Well, the actual party stopped at 1, actually, no we were there till 3, the
party stopped at one, but they have after hours which was what we were pretty much
waiting for, when everyone leaves and it’s a smaller party.” If bars remain open, then the
sorority women would travel “uptown.”
Typically, for female athletes, they “go out” to another (male) team’s party or
living space. This team may or may not be the male counterpart to the women’s team
(e.g. male soccer team, women’s soccer team), but could be a different sport’s team. For
underclasswomen, the first event after pregaming may be an impromptu party with
friends (e.g. hall mates) and then walking to an open fraternity, or off campus, party.
Sometimes people would go out...we could go to different dorms, like
different friends, then go play Beirut or something., and then come back
and hang out with mostly five or six...people, my group of people would
meet with a different people and then go to a bar... (Liz)
For some students, the final event before “going home,” involves traveling
“uptown” to the local bars. Andrea explains “uptown:”
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It is about five or six bars that are north of [x] street and that are so close
together that you can just walk to all of them and even living in the dorms
you can just walk to them so you don’t have to worry about driving when
intoxicated and there is no cover charge so it works out.
However, students clarified that one needed to be 21 years or older, possess a fake
ID, or wear provocative clothes to enter into the bar scene. For example, several of the
college women share in one of the participants' assessment that if a ‘girl’ is under 21, and
wants to enter a bar, she needs to wear “low cut shirts, show cleavage... wear heels, hair
done, make up, [with] tight clothes...” (Tracey). These ‘girls’ can, and do, gain entry in
the 21 and older alcohol establishments. Additionally, while drinking in a bar can be
expensive, women tend to get free drinks from “guys,” particularly if the ‘girl’ is “hot”
(Tracey). Beth and Tracey report that women have the ‘advantage’ of receiving free
drinks from men at bars.
Throughout the night, the primary group engages with more externalizing events,
which offer less familiar people and places until they return “home.” In summary, this
ritual involves their pregaming with their primary group, who they describe as their close
friends. As they move from pregaming with their primary group, they visit a fraternity,
team, or off campus party. They are no longer amongst their primary group of close-knit
friends, but now among other college students. Eventually, their evening out can include
visiting a bar “uptown,” which caters to the local area, therefore patrons include non¬
college students and basically, the public.

Perhaps most troubling about these

progressively externalizing events is that as their drinking continues, they are engaging
with less familiar people. As Renee clarifies, “I think that when you are out with any
group of people, you are all kinda in the same place, like you know what you’re
doing.and if you’re not out with the same type of people, then it’s dangerous.”
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For an example of going out, Rita’s experience offers a picture of this activity,
which also involves the protective and cohesive nature of the group. At a particular party,
Rita and her friends experienced a belligerent (e.g. drunk) male student who prevents the
women from getting close to the bar to get drinks. She explains the following scene:
..this guy was at the bar, and we were trying to get up to the bar, and he’s
like, ‘don’t cut me’.a few moments later, we finally get up there and he
like pushes in front of us, he was being so annoying. I was like ‘excuse
me, what are you doing?’ And we were like, my friends and I were like
‘you know, you wouldn’t let us in front...now you are cutting in front of
us’.he just like, every time they were handing out drinks, he would put
out his hand and just stand at the bar the whole night just drinking and he
started yelling at us, was calling us sluts and all that stuff,..hey that’s not
cool and we got really angry with him., [later]..the president of the
fraternity...said, ‘you girls don’t look like you are having a good time,
what’s the matter?’ and we said, ‘it’s this jerk is being really obnoxious,’
and he gets these big guys there and he like, so which guy is it, so I tapped
him on the shoulder and I said, this is him” so he got thrown out of the
party..and it was just a triumphant moment.
Throughout Rita’s description, the components of protection, group connection
and solidarity seem apparent. Rita frequently uses the term “we” in referring to her group
members and herself, and shows the solidarity formed when the women defend their
place in line and share in their anger towards this person who blocks their access to the
bar. Further, Rita’s membership in this group may be one of the reasons she feels
confident enough to approach or deal with this “guy.”
In terms of drinking amounts during this phase of the ritual, the “going out” stage
involves more alcohol use, usually consumed during drinking games. During their time
out, these women report playing drinking games with each other, such as “Beirut,” “Flip
Cup,” “Kings,” “jelloshots,” “the luge,” and “Case race.” Each one of these games
included special rules, drinking amounts, competition and/or frequent, drinking in large
quantities. In the following example of their drinking games, Beth describes, “Flip cup,”
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Flip cup (pause), you take a cup and put it on the end (of a table).you
put about shot s worth of beer- you drink it and then you have to flip it,
then put it on the edge,.you go in a row and you have a team., so we
played (flip cup).I played flip cup for a while.
Another activity or game is the “luge” as described by Rita:
The ice luge ..is really cool., my friend was like, let’s do the ice luge...
It’s like a big block of ice, and they carve out like a luge, and you put your
mouth at the bottom, but I you think about it, it’s kinda unsanitary and
gross, but..the ice melts away, so I guess the germs melt off...
While some students play games with beer as the only form of alcohol, others
play with ‘harder’ alcohol and/or mix the two. For example, Anna’s description of
drinking games and the quantity drunk offers some insight into this aspect of high-risk
drinking:
We decided that we didn’t want to drink beer that night, we wanted to
drink that pink vodka stuff, so she [Anna’s friend] goes out and gets it and
we go to their house and we start playing Beirut with the little pink
vodka..and we’re putting in, putting in this much, not thinking in our
minds, that vodka is a higher proof that we should put less in the cups—
.. .The cups are like this big, but we only fill them up like this..and we fill
them up this much. We both suck at the game, and we win the first one..
OKAY, so then we were automatic winners we have to play the next game
against new people, so we put a little more vodka in each one, it was six
cups, so each of us had., pretty much 3 shots in the first fifteen minutes..
I’m like, feeling tipsy -I’m a beer kind of person—[but] it’s great, it tastes
so good., we play the next game, we win again., but the vodka is gone,
because we put it all in the cups, ... so we end up drinking it all, we were
like ‘crap, well, we are winners so we have to play,’ and we started
drinking beer then, so we’re like, ‘we’ll cool it a little bit,’ and I’m like
already buzzing and definitely a little bit drunk and we put a little bit of
beer in each cup, and it’s six cups, and the people across from us were
trying to knock over the cups so they threw the ball in, cuz when you
knock over the cup, ...the person whose cup it was, has to drink 2...
In examining the amounts the women drank during this phase of the ritual, the
amounts vary, but the major point is that they continue to drink. For example, while
Anna and Andrea report four beers when “going out,” Liz explains drinking five beers
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when “going out” in addition to the two she had while pregaming. Rita reports
pregaming, then drinking six or eight drinks at a fraternity and continues with:
....mixed drinks, ..and then jello shot races..and I did that and did a
few..and then they had an ice luge, which I had done when I first came in,
it as really cool, but like, I’m drunk now., and my friend was like let’s do
the ice luge thing...
Tracey explains drinking three to four beers, some shots and the following:
“.. .five or six Irish car [bombs].. .is a half a glass of Guinness, then a shot
of whiskey with Bailey’s Irish creme and you drop a shot into the beer and
you drink it, it tastes like a chocolate drink..
One of the athletes reported that her boyfriend, an athlete who is on a team with a
reputation for heaving drinking, was “surprised” by the amount the women’s team drank.
She continues:
They say they are actually shocked that we can keep up with them.I’ve
seen people go into a beer competition, Okay, I can drink more beer, so
they would sit down and have, ....a case race and whoever finishes this
much first, I’ve seen girls win, and the guys would be made fun of...
As indicated in their own words, these women continue to drink in the “going out phase”
of the ritual.

Storytelling
The final phase of this ritual involves the women returning to their homes and
sharing their experiences with their primary group of friends. That is, after the party or
special event, the women travel by foot or car to their ‘homes.’ Again, the group offers
protection from harm. As Rita describes: “We go home, we usually have a safety sister
and it’s a ride..every week, three or two girls who will make sure everyone gets home
safely...”
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Specifically, college women belonging to a fraternity or athletic team, usually
return to their living space. Whether they reminisce that night, or the next morning, they
share the activities of that evening by ‘storytelling.” This storytelling term has been used
before in understanding women’s drinking. Linowski (2004) discovered this same term,
however she applied this concept to college women’s experience of recalling an evening
of drinking and judging other women’s behaviors (p. 112). In this study, however, the
women appear to share dramatic tales of their partying, alcohol use, and interactions with
other people in more favorable light. They discuss the positive aspects, or more
interesting moments (e.g. socializing, game playing) than judging and recalling “bad” or
serious aspects.
To offer one student’s experience with storytelling, Rita offers an excellent
example.

I think just being with my friends, and when we come back and everyone is

coming back into the house and discussing what we did.” Renee explains that while
sometimes the girls go straight to bed” after getting home, “..other times you’ll sit
down in the kitchen and are laughing, because people come home at the same time too, so
it’s time to catch up...”
We have fun stories to tell... We go home, we usually have a safety sister,
and it’s a ride- every week there are two girls who will make sure we get
home safely, but it ends at 2am, so they had, oh no, one of the girls came
with us who wasn’t drinking that night, so we squeezed into her car., and
went back home, and so we go home,., and usually all just like sit in the
kitchen, meet up with other people, talk about our night, and go to
bed....(Rita).
Beth also provides an additional experience:
one of the fun-nest parts of drinking is looking back the next day, when
you have breakfast, like my friends and I when we get home and we’ll
have breakfast at this place, and say, remember when you did this? And
you’ll say NO, like what happened? It’s just like fun to look back, ..it’s
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fuzzy for some people, and then it’s like, the stuff that you do remember,
it’s like 1 really had a good time doing that.. I haven’t laughed so hard in
awhile and that’s how I got to meet my boyfriend..and you meet a lot of
random people, because it is a social lube aspect, you meet random people
and you end up making friends for life.. .it’s so funny, and people are
really bombed or drunk...
In reviewing their description and perceptions of their drinking, these women
report some grave consequences, but use such terms as “blast,” “funny,” “a good time,”
and “a great time” when discussing their high-risk drinking episodes.
It was so much fun, and you see the pictures the next morning and you are
like “wow,” “Ohhh” (laughter)... somebody spilled a drink on me and I
was really upset., oh, I got it on my jeans, you can’t even get the cup to
your mouth without spilling it (Anna)
Herein lies another apparent reason for their drinking within a group. When they
share their drinking escapades with their members, the negative experiences are
downplayed and/or rationalized as ‘by products’ of a “good time.” This in turn
accentuates the positive aspects, encouraging and reinforcing this type of activity.
In summary, the relational ritual begins with “pregaming” among friends, or as
discovered in further analysis, one’s primary group affiliation (e.g. Athletes, Sororities,
underclasswomen hall or suite mates). Next, the women tend to “go out” traveling by
foot or by car to a secondary group (e.g. male athletic team, Fraternity) or others travel to
an open fraternity or off campus party (underclasswomen). This “going out” can include
drinking games and traveling to an external drinking establishment (e.g. off campus bar).
The final part of the ritual is returning home, and on that night, or soon thereafter, sharing
their stories of their “going out.”
This ritual involves relational factors that strengthen the group’s solidarity. These
women bond and connect as a group, fostering their connection while protecting their
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members from harm. However, the harm is not always avoided, and despite their
protection of each other, they experience negative consequences. These consequences of
their ‘going out” are addressed in the next section.

Consequences
The third major theme is the consequences, which relates to the Output of Astin’s
(1993) I-E-O model. In this study, the consequences are the result of the individual
drinking motivations and environmental factors of the peer group’s alcohol related
activities, which involves the relational ritual.
In analyzing the women’s interview scripts, there are a variety of negative
consequences related to high-risk drinking. One consequence is academic problems,
which include missed classes and low grades. Social repercussions include friendships
fights and troubles with authority. There are also physical consequences, such as
blackouts, hangovers, and other physical troubles. Additionally there are mood related
consequences, which the women describe as “getting emotional.” Further, some women
experience sexually related consequences, which include “random” hook-ups or sexual
assault.
Consequences included:
1.

Academic: Skipping and Slipping;

2. Social: Drunk Dialing and Friendship “Fights”; Getting in Trouble;
3. Mood: “Getting Emotional” ;
4. Physical: Black Outs; Hangovers; Pain, Puking and Purging;
5. Sexual; Hook Ups; Sexual Assault
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Academic: Skipping & Slipping
The undergraduate women in this study reported negative academic outcomes in
relation to their drinking. Specifically, they experienced negative consequences related to
their grades, class attendance and participation (or lack thereof), and other related
academic areas. In essence, their drinking related to skipping classes and slipping grades.
Tracey explains that as a sophomore she “used to go out all the time., we would just like,
let’s go out and I would get way too drunk and not be able to go to class...” Similar to
Tracey, other participants also reported skipping class. For one student, missing classes
related to her preparing for a friend’s birthday party. She states:
I went to one of my classes, I had three classes today, because I had a
bunch of stuff to do today, so it was not the day to go to all my classes. I
took a nap, then took a shower, blow dried my hair, then when we picked
her [the birthday girl] up, then we went to the liquor store first, we went to
the liquor store for her first 21 purchase (Andrea)
Two other students explained that they were on ‘academic probation,’ which is
when one’s Grade Point Average [GPA] falls below a certain number. However, both
did not relate their drinking to academic probation.

Several participants spoke of friends,

or house, or floor mates who left the college because of their drinking related problems.
Beth describes the circumstances of one ‘girl’ who left campus:
One of my suitemates left, she was a crazy party girl, and she was
cracking open beers at 7 in the morning, if the party didn’t stop, she would
have the best ideas, like let’s go have a water balloon fight., [she left]
because she said the partying life was too much for her and she was able
to keep up her grades, she got Bs and one C, but her parents were like, ‘no
you can’t do this,’ so she went to [another college] but she still does a lot
of the [same stuff]., like she came back, her boyfriend is here and she
hangs out with him...

90

Social: Drunk Dialing and Friendship “Fights”
Social consequences include socially related problems such as regrettable social
interactions that end in arguments, misunderstandings, and friendship conflicts. Rita
explains how drunk dialing” or “texting” with a cell phone can lead to friendship and
boyfriend problems. Rita explains drunk “texting:”
You just have the urge to call somebody and talk for awhile, I do that a lot,
or drunk text messages or instant messages...I usually talk to my friends
the next day, like wow, I didn’t understand the thing you said, or I
understood it but it took me a really long time, and sometimes people will
text their ex-boyfriends and that will go over bad.
Sally, Rita, Andrea, and Tracey admit that there are arguments that occur between
friends while drinking. Sally reports that some arguments can “jeopardize friendships”
often times because she said something she regretted later.

Social: Getting in Trouble
For the most part, the participants report drinking and “getting in trouble” because
someone “catches them” (Anna, Sally, Beth, Olga). However, this someone is usually
an authority figure related to the group. For example, if the women live in a dormitory,
they are “caught” drinking by the Resident Assistant. If they are a member of a sorority,
they experience consequences related to the status of their chapter. If they are underage,
the police or resident assistants intervene. If they are athletes, the participants experience
consequences because their coach discovered members drank during “dry” periods. For
example, one of the athletes reported an episode when a teammate was arrested on a
Driving Under the Influence (DUI). The arrested teammate’s coach learned about the
DUI through the newspaper and punished everyone on the team by making them run
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more than their usual amount and the teammate missed a few games (Sally). This college
woman’s outcome was the only negative consequence experienced by an entire group.
In the case of a resident assistant (RA) and one of the participants, the RA saw
this underage student pouring alcohol and therefore “wrote up” the resident. As Liz
reports:
I got written up last year for drinking in the dorm...my RA who I was
pretty good friends with, he walked by, he saw the Captain Morgan’s gin
on the floor and we tried to hide it, and ya know he said, I have to take
it..and I have to write you guys up because..he did walk by and even if it’s
pretty obvious you are partying you can’t really do anything unless you
are overtly drunk in public or you can tell you are drunk., and its’ pretty
obvious that you’ve been drinking..I don’t talk to him [the RA] anymore.,
it was kinda awkward in the beginning ..we were kinda like nice to each
other and then we just stopped talking to each other..

Mood: “Getting Emotional”
Almost all of the participants used the term “emotional” to describe the
mood-related outcomes of drinking. As defined by these women, the term
“emotional” refers to crying, jealousy, anger (Andrea), sobbing (Rita) as well as
“everything, happy, sad, cry over everything, ridiculous” and ‘temperamental”
(Renee). Nine out of the ten participants use this term in discussing what happens
to women while they are drinking. Andrea best explains this concept when she
states:
there’s really no in-between when you’ve crossed the line of drunkenness
and there’s just three things that can happen at that point, you are crying in
a cup over that guy, you are jealous of someone or you’re going to cry
over something and many other nights, I’ll be with a girl who was crying
over absolutely nothing and you’re kinda like why are you crying and
there’s no a real reason, they just can’t stop crying... (Andrea)
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Rita adds that when she gets “emotional,”
I 11 starting crying over stupid stuff...like that night I went out with my
friends, two weeks ago, my roommate had locked me out of my room by
accident, she went to stay with her boyfriend, but I’m like locked out of
the room, but I just started sobbing.
Sally adds to this description by stating that women “get emotional” when they
drink, crying over “something stupid, like she lost her phone or her boyfriend didn’t call
by this time, so she is crying about it.” The implication is that feelings are extreme or
"out of control.”

Physical: Blackouts
In terms of physical consequences, participants reported “blackouts” (Sally, Arin,
Anna, Andrea, Tracey) and related problems due to a drinking related accident
(concussion) (Rita). Sally’s experience provides the definition and example of black outs:
Blacking out.when you just wake up the next morning and you are like,
wow, I drank too much and that happens a lot even like a lot of people that
you will have to call your friend and ask, what did we do? And like
usually it’s not anything stupid, but oh, I can’t believe this happened it
was 9:30 and I was blacked out already and some people have it that bad
where every time they drink it’s like, they get blacked out...
However, based on their reports, ‘blacking out’ does not appear to be of any great
concern, but just part and parcel of a night “out.”

Physical: Hangovers
Another physical consequence is “feeling bad,” usually in relation to a hangover.
This type of consequence can include feeling “gross” (Beth, Tracey), “terrible” (Tracey),

93

“unsettled stomach” (Beth), “horrible hangover” (Ann), and “couldn’t eat, get out of
bed” (Olga). According to these participants, a hangover is a regular occurrence.

Physical: Pain. Puking and Purging
This third area of physically negative consequences includes injuries and physical
reactions, such as vomiting. In reference to physical injuries, Rita states that she had a
concussion as the result of drinking and falling backwards, off of a bench, and hitting her
head, “my brain was so jumbled for the longest time, I couldn’t study...” Arin also
recalls a time when she hit her head falling out of bed because she was intoxicated.
In terms of physical reactions to drinking, all but one of the women report
vomiting (e.g. “getting sick”). Some added details stating they vomited in fraternity
basements, on “dates,” and on “friends.” Two women acknowledged vomiting on
purpose to either “feel better” (Tracey) or “bingeing on alcohol and throwing] up”
because she is bulimic (Beth).
Researcher: Bulimia means what?
Beth: Bingeing and purging... .1 ate before the party, the other night, I
planned on going out without doing it [bingeing and purging], but for part
of me it’s a lot easier - because I had eaten so much and drank so much in
a shorter period of time.. I threw up...
In relation to eating disorders, there is acknowledgement among several women
that they know ‘girls’ who have eating disorders (Beth).
... girls especially, because of calories, have been drinking all night,
coming home and throwing up because they think that’s gonna get rid of
the calories and then they are like scarfing down a whole meal....just
doesn’t make any sense to me...
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Sexual Consequences: Hooking IJp
In terms of sexual consequences, I noted any drinking episode that related to any
sexual behavior, which can include, but is not limited to, kissing, fondling, oral sex,
penile/vaginal sex. In their own words, they referred to sexually related interactions as
“hooking up.” This term has variable definitions ranging from “making out”(Beth),
having sex (Arin), and kissing. As Arin explains, “I’ve heard it in terms of anything,
just like oral sex, hand stuff, or even kissing is considered hooking up, so it really
depends on the person...” Anna recognizes hooking up as “regular sex beyond oral.”
Some of the women describe “random sex” with males they did not know
(Andrea). As Tracey explains:
I went down south during winter break in January, I was...blacking out, I
can only remember bits and pieces of it, and I slept with someone. I don’t
know who the person is, don’t know his name, don’t know what he looks
like, I know I did it, bad, I know it’s bad...
Making out with men may include male friends. In their stories, or with my
asking about their experiences while drinking, the participants disclosed events where
they “slept” with a friend. As Rita best describes:
I’ll just make out with frat guys..and stuff like that... and usually it was
once like one of my friends who I would have never, ever, ever
considered..it’s the night I did the ice luge thing..and his roommate walked
in on us, it was like a deer in headlights...
Several women confirmed this “making out with friends” behavior and stated they
would not have participated in this activity if they had been sober (Tracey, Rita, Andrea,
Beth).
Some of the participants explained that sexual activities led to concerns about
‘unprotected sex” or pregnancy (Andrea). The consequence of pregnancy as a concern
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led some of these students visit the health office. However, similar to sexual assault and
abuse, the women rarely discussed these topics in their interviews, even when specifically
questioned about these issues. The seriousness of these consequences, and the suspected
underreported nature of sexual assault, abuse and pregnancy related concerns, requires
further study.
Another area related to this area of outcomes is sexual assault. Some of these
women discussed specific times when they were sexually abused by a friend, anonymous
person, or acquaintance. Liz explains a night when she was out with her boyfriend and
his friends and one of them tried to kiss her when her boyfriend left the room. When he
became persistent, she reports “being strong enough” to push him away.
While Tracey denied she was raped, she describes a scene where she was
extremely inebriated, and unable to protect herself when two male friends sexually
assaulted her. When asking the participants if they knew of anyone else who had any
sexually related consequences including rape, sexual abuse, and sexual assault, most of
the participants did not recall many instances. However, Renee admits that “people don’t
talk about sexual assault.” Yet, many of the women stated that they have observed
“boys” taking advantage of “drunk girls” (Beth, Arin). Arin explains, “if you know them
[fraternity members] then they won’t try to get you drunk to hook up, but unknown girls,
frat boys try to get girls drunk...” Beth reports that if she is drunk then she may not
“stop the arm, hand on my ass.”
In review of the negative outcomes experienced, these college women described a
continuum of negative consequences ranging from academic, to social, to sexual and
difficulties with authorities. Yet, despite the outcomes, these women use positive words
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to describe their experiences as noted in the Storytelling section. These negative
consequences do not appear to change the women’s perception of a “good time.” As a
recognized earlier, these women use such words as “blast,” “great time,” and “funny,”
thereby reinforcing this behavior and ritual. In the following section, I discuss a reason
for their continued high-risk use and their positive perceptions despite negative
consequences.

3

R : Relational Ritual Reinforcement
This study offers a perspective of college women’s high-risk drinking which, to
this point, involves three major themes: Personal Motivations, the Relational Ritual, and
Consequences. The personal reasons (Input), and peer groups, affiliations, and relational
ritual (Environment), contribute to the high-risk drinking and negative consequences
(Output). However, there is another major finding that helps to explain this repetitive
cycle of high-risk drinking and negative consequences among these women. This fourth
theme offers a conceptual framework for understanding this phenomenon.
As stated previously, these undergraduate females appear to participate in a
relational ritual creating a strong connection among members. This involves their
pregraming, going out, and storytelling, which lends itself to a regular routine involving
activities, places, and events strengthening and maintaining their group solidarity and
cohesion. Another aspect of drinking together is the protection offered through this
group cohesion and solidarity. This protection appears to reinforce the group’s
motivation to drink dangerously and without regard for the outcomes. It can be surmised
that women may be motivated to drink in spite of negative consequences because of their
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perception of safety along with the group cohesion and connectiveness. However, it is
this perceived safety found within the group, which ironically further enables high-risk
drinking. The enabling of such behavior provides fertile opportunities to insulate the
high-risk drinking behavior from having its full impact.
As alcohol counselors and other helping professions explain, enabling is covering
up or preventing the user, family and friends from facing severe and harmful outcomes
(Perkinson, 2002). Indeed, the direct impact is that these women prevent their comrades
from experiencing, or reduce the impact of, negative outcomes. Yet, despite the
insulating effect brought by their group affiliation and protection, these women continue
to suffer negative consequences. Some of these consequences are very dangerous
activities and outcomes (i.e. personal injury, academic problems, sexual abuse, etc.).
Interestingly, it is not as though these women are unaware of the potential or actual
negative consequences, because they speak to their knowledge and incidents of such
experiences. However, despite the potential or real harm, they continue to engage in the
high-risk behavior with the idea that their group protects them from harm.
It is as if the group shares in a “collective euphoric recall,” where the negative
outcomes are separated from their drinking experience and minimized while the positive
ones are highlighted and emphasized. Indeed, the substance abuse and addiction
professionals define “euphoric recall” as remembering and exaggerating pleasurable
experiences, while “blocking” distressful and painful ones (Gorski, 2003). The
undergraduate women’s “collective euphoric recall” simply reinforces the group
motivation to drink together and further supports the relational ritual.
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Additionally, the women’s motivations to drink “to have fun,” “meet others,” and
hook up, for example, are reinforced through their expected outcomes that do, indeed,
occur. As indicated in the review of the literature, students’ beliefs and expectations
about alcohol’s effects can influence consumption (Kinney, 2006). When the students’
expectations of feeling good, changing mood, and feeling “real,” occur, their
expectations are met, and reinforce their continued use.
The relational ritual of pregaming, going out and storytelling lends itself to the
expected outcomes and the collective euphoric recall permits otherwise negative
occurrences to relived and reenacted in a cyclical manner. When severe consequences
occur, they are downplayed as amusing (e.g. “getting in trouble”) or not discussed (e.g.
sexual assault). This collective euphoric recall provides the fuel to re-initiate and
maintain the cycle of high-risk drinking.
This collective euphoric recall, expected outcomes, and their personal
motivations, then reinforce each other as the women appear to associate their individual
reasons for participating in the relational ritual with the fond memories. For example,
when one of the women explains her reason to ‘go out’ is to have fun, and she
participates the relational ritual which lends itself to the collective euphoric recall, her
experience supports her original, personal motivations for drinking.
Beth’s story offers an example of this relational ritual reinforcement. In her going
out account, she reports partying with her friends, but was feeling ‘depressed’ because
she believed she was not attracting male attention with her outfit. Therefore, she drank
and became “really drunk.” Her reasons for drinking appear to be the following two
motivations: managing mood and meeting men. Since she does become very drunk, she
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reports an evening that includes her vomiting in the fraternity and climbing the
fraternity’s fire escape. She ends her story claiming, she had the “epitome of a fun time.”
As one of the participants who describes the storytelling part of the evening as one of
the ‘fun-nest’ parts of drinking,” Beth reveals her motivations (mood, men), her high-risk
drinking activities with friends, her expected outcomes, and reports a positive experience.
Further, she also acknowledges that her friends and she kept an eye out for each other.
Additionally, her personal motivations were also reinforced as she reports having such a
great time and a change of moods (e.g. feeling badly to “having the epitome of a good
time” ). In sharing this tale with her primary group, she highlights the positive and
minimizes the negative. Beth does not focus on the negative outcomes, but on the
favorable aspects of her evening “out” which appears to reinforce future high-risk
drinking behavior.
Interestingly, there is some research that indicates that even in the face of negative
feedback, groups continue with ritual type behavior because of their beliefs in the
usefulness of it (Marshall, 2002). Given this perspective, and the results of the analysis,
several factors contribute to high-risk drinking among college women despite their
negative outcomes. These factors help to build a model for understanding high-risk
drinking among college women, and perhaps some insight into gender-related alcohol use
among men.
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Figure 1. Relational Ritual Reinforcement
To visualize this model (refer to Figure 1), the participants personal motivations
offer a good place to start. The undergraduate women’s personal reasons for drinking
may initially engage the relational ritual. This ritual of activities is very important in
strengthening the undergraduate women’s connection and solidarity as they pregame, go
out, and participate in storytelling. As their expected outcomes are met, and they
emphasize the positive and down play the negative, they develop a collective euphoric
recall that helps maintain this ritual. Further, the collective euphoric recall further
stimulates and reinforces their personal motivations to drink. Additionally, their
individual reasons and the group motivation to drink for protection and camaraderie helps
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perpetuate this cycle. These factors, the women’s personal and group motivations -in
combination with the collective euphoric recall— are what re-initiate the relational ritual
time and time again. The negative consequences appear to be separated in their minds
from the relational ritual. The relational ritual, expected outcomes, personal and group
motivations—along with the collective euphoric recall- emphasize the positive
experiences but not the negative outcomes. Consequently, these dynamics maintain a
continuous feedback loop. To interrupt, intervene, or prevent this cycle seems vital in
developing programs to reduce high-risk drinking among college women.
This model provides some good material for future research as well as the
creation of prevention and intervention programs. Considering the minimization of
negative consequences, and other dynamics discovered through the conceptualization of
the Relational Ritual Reinforcement model, college educators, administrators, and
prevention specialists can develop and implement programs that are more inclusive of
women’s experiences. Additionally, researchers can examine these factors in more
3

detail, using the Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ) model in further understanding
high-risk alcohol use among all collegians.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Overview of the Study
.No new experience, no new insight (Patton, 2002, p. 1)
Abraham Maslow s infamous quote “if the only tool you have is a hammer, you
tend to see everything as a nail” pertains to the current status of the available instruments
and methods used to study high-risk alcohol use and related consequences among college
women. That is, many researchers and other professionals examining dangerous alcohol
consumption among college women, continue to use traditional “tools” based on male
dominant models, thereby relying on the “hammer” to examine this issue. However,
some scholars recommend new tools’ and different procedures’ for examining women
and alcohol (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Perkins, 1992; Smith & Weisner, 2000).
The purpose of this study was to explore college women’s high-risk drinking and
related consequences in order to promote the development of a gender-related perspective
of their drinking and related outcomes. In using their own words, reflections, and
terminology, this study identified concepts and themes related to their experiences and
problems. With such information, research can better include women’s gender-related
experiences and consequences when studying collegiate alcohol use. With such
knowledge, scholars and other researchers can use more than the “hammers” in their
toolboxes to study, prevent, and reduce high-risk alcohol use among college women.
With the knowledge that has been developed from, and grounded in, women’s
experiences, researchers can develop better instruments and models that are inclusive,
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and a better representation, of women’s behaviors, attributes and outcomes.
Subsequently, the knowledge gained from this work can improve campus-based efforts to
enhance practice and policy development on campuses that better meets the needs, and
are more responsive to, females engaged in high-risk drinking.
In review of the results, this study generated narrative data that reveals new
insights about why these women drink, how they drink, and the consequences associated
with their use. The college women’s motives for drinking include “having fun,”
socializing with others, meeting and sexual relations with men, managing negative mood
states, and being their “real selves.” These women also acknowledge drinking with very
close friends, who have created a tight-knit primary group from a larger, usually
established group on campus. In this case, the groups evolve from the women’s particular
affiliations to a sorority, athletic team, or residence hall cluster. The relationships among
the groups’ members seem almost as strong as some siblings or life long friends, despite
the fact that some of them have only known each other anywhere from one to four years.
Each of the women in this study describes her drinking with this close-knit group
of teammates, sisters, or hall mates. Their initial use of alcohol begins with “pregaming,”
involving close friends from their primary group. As indicated by their stories, this group
gathering creates a sense of safety and cohesiveness as they begin their drinking.
After their pregaming, the women travel as a “pack” and “got out” to a fraternity
or campus party. As these women continue with their consumption of alcoholic
beverages, they move from drinking with their close friends in known campus related
areas, to drinking with less familiar people and in increasingly public places, such as a
town bar. For example, the sororities members drink with a primary group of their
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sisters, then travel together to a fraternity party, and later, walk to a town bar. Going out
ends with their traveling together back to their ‘homes,’ and if not then, soon after,
talking about the events, people, and places with other “girls” from their team, sorority,
or hall. This storytelling is sometimes seen as one of the best part of their experience.
Overall, this pattern of pregaming, going out, and storytelling, which involves
high-risk alcohol use, seems to be a “relational ritual” which repeats itself sometimes two
or more nights per week. Additionally, these women often experience negative outcomes
from their drinking, which in this study are categorized into the areas of academic, social,
physical and sexual consequences. Yet despite these negative consequences, these
women continue this relational ritual, repeating some of the same behaviors that may
have caused them trouble.
It is as if the women’s initial bonding during pregaming -as well as their
strengthening of their connection among group members while “going out”— creates a
false sense of safety. This perceived protection from harm appears to enable their risky
behaviors. That is, the women in their tight-knit groups seem confident in the belief that
the group shields and safeguards them from danger. Ironically, they still reported serious
negative consequences. Hence, the belief of their safety may actually lead to riskier
behavior and a poorer perception of the potential dangers and related outcomes.
Additionally, after pregaming and going out, these women participate in
storytelling. They share the more positive aspects of their drinking escapades, while they
seem to dilute the association between their high-risk drinking and the adverse academic,
social, physical, emotional, and sexual outcomes. This repetitive storytelling regarding
the positive aspects of their experiences while down-playing the negative contributes to
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their “collective euphoric recall.” This process both enables and reinforces their highrisk behaviors, their expected outcome as well as their personal and group motivations to
drink. Further, this collective euphoric recall, combined with the perceived protection
from their primary group, allow the college women to continue with their false sense of
safety and create memories, which either overlook, or downplay, any serious
consequences.
The women’s motivations, relational drinking, expected outcomes, collective
euphoric recall, and, the little, if any, acknowledgement of negative consequences, help
to sustain the relational ritual. As Jarvinen (2003) states, “effective rituals awaken within
the participants the idea that outside themselves and the group there exist forces that
dominate them and at the same time sustain them” (p. 230). In effect, their high-risk
drinking, and their limited recognition of the related negative consequences, develops
3

into the phenomenon of Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ). In the minds of these
women, the negative consequences appear to be disconnected from their drinking ritual.
Consequently, these dynamics maintain a continuous feedback loop. To interrupt,
intervene, or prevent this group cycle seems vital in developing interventions to reduce
high-risk drinking among college women.
3

This Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ), developed from the data in this study,
is a conceptual model offering implications for policy, practice, and research. In using
3

this conceptual model, College health educators and counselors can incorporate the R
conceptual model into their prevention and education programs as a means of better
addressing more women-related drinking behaviors and consequences.

Those who

develop and implement college policies concerning the use and abuse of alcohol can offer
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recommendations that are more inclusive of women’s experiences, problems, and
consequences. Finally, researchers can evaluate this model and explore some of the
questions that arose from this study. The next sections address these issues in further
depth.

Implications for Research
In 1953, Straus and Bacon’s Drinking in College, offered the first comprehensive
examination of drinking among American college students. Their study is often
referenced when comparing collegiate drinking in the past (e.g. late 1940s, early 1950’s)
to current rates (Wechsler & Wuethrich, 2002). While women were included in Straus
and Bacon’s study, there is a heavy emphasis and detail focused on men’s drinking
quantities and frequencies, most likely because undergraduate male’s rates were higher and their patterns, behaviors, and consequences were more observable, public, and more
easily identifiable- than women’s.
Almost sixty years later, despite increases in the female collegiate population, the
development of feminist approaches, female-centered therapies, and women positive
practices, researchers focusing on this problem report that women and alcohol do not
receive enough attention (Crawford et al., 1999). When studies do focus on women,
scholars note that the methods and instruments used may not extract factors particular to
women’s experiences (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1986; Perkins, 1992; Smith & Weisner,

2000).
Women have been excluded from research samples on the assumption that they
are less likely to be substance abusers or (if they are abusing) that the pattern, contexts.
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and meaning of their substance use are similar to men’s so that the women need not be
studied separately. Because of this cumulative pattern of neglect, substance use in
women is much less understood than in men. Alcohol use and abuse are no exception.
Today, research samples in clinical studies are more likely to include women, but this
does not guarantee that the research is grounded in a gender-sensitive, or as this study
explains, gender-related perspective (Crawford et al., 1999, p. 127)
National alcohol and other drug related scholars (Smith & Weisner, 2000) and
research centers (Dowdall et al., 1998; Gleason, 1994; Wechsler & Wuethrich, 2002)
recognize the need for more research on women’s alcohol related experiences. Since
researchers and other scholars typically work from traditional modes and methodswhich are male dominant (Blume et al., 1997; Brett et al., 1995; Engs, 1990; National
Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c; Smith & Weisner, 2000) —new
investigations on this topic must start from “scratch” because testing hypotheses based on
male models is inadequate. In this case, research must begin by observing high-risk
drinking and negative consequences among college women through a new set of glasses.
Without looking at phenomenon from a different point of view, researchers can not offer
new “insights” (Patton, 2002, p. 1) to help understand high-risk alcohol issues among
college women. This study is an important first step in this process.
This current study involves a more gender related perspective focusing on
women’s experiences, recognizing the nature, events, and experiences of alcohol abuse
among some college women on one campus. The data, analyzed from their narratives,
generates new knowledge regarding undergraduate women’s drinking and outcomes. This
research intended to be exploratory for the purposes of identifying key concepts based in
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women’s experiences that can be used in future studies. Using Wallace’s (1971) Wheel of
Science (refer to Figure 2) as visual representation, this study begins with the exploration
of women s high-risk drinking and related consequences and, thus, begins at the point of
observation. This in-depth examination of high-risk drinking and negative consequences
among college women leads to empirically based knowledge grounded in their
experiences. This knowledge contributes to the development of new theoretical
perspectives based in women’s experiences and encourages further examination of the
findings from this study.

Figure 2. Wallace’s (1971) Wheel of Science
Yet, before engaging hypothetical testing, there is a need for additional research
to explore more of these phenomena. This study focused on ten women at one university
in the northeast. Future research can expand this qualitative research project, involving
more women with diverse backgrounds and from a variety of organizational groups and
institutions of higher education. This research would help establish a better understanding
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of how widespread the phenomena of R is among college women, any applicability to
men, and if there are individual and campus-based variations in the ritualized patterns
identified in this study. Collectively, the knowledge accumulated from these case studies
can be used to build a body of theory to better inform our understanding of this
phenomenon.
Once a stronger body of theoretical knowledge has been established, another step
in studying high-risk drinking among college women involves the development of
surveys using the gender related constructs identified in this and other studies. For
3

example, future quantitative studies can incorporate terminology based on the R
conceptual model. Survey questions and other testing materials can ask about personal
motivations and expectations relating to mood, socializing, and ‘hooking up,’ along with
posing questions that may assess students’ sense of safety, perception of protection, and
euphoric recall. Instruments can include more items pertaining to the relational ritual
along with consequences found more among women than men, which may include the
(fear of) pregnancy, sexual assault, depression, and other related psychological reactions.
There is also a need for more research incorporating women’s experiences into
the newer environmental model (DeJong et al., 1998). That is, alcohol and other drug
professionals have begun a more serious inspection of the environmental contributions to
drinking problems. Therefore, researchers are examining the outlet density, advertising,
alcohol promotions, laws, and other community factors that influence heavy, high-risk
use (Weitzman, Folkman et al., 2003). There is some research focusing on specific
promotional campaigns geared towards women (Wechsler, 2000), but there needs to be
more environmental studies inclusive of women’s experiences.
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Additionally, another area of research may examine the reasons why these women
did not initially identify their group affiliation and how this influences prevention as well
as treatment. That is, while these women identified their friends as the people with
whom they drink, they did not directly state that these friends were from a sorority,
athletic team, or resident hall cluster. It was only through their interviews that I
discovered their association to a specific, primary group. Is this lack of recognition a
contributory factor to their high-risk drinking? For example, if their lack of reported
group affiliation status is an indication that they see their drinking as an individual
practice, even within a group, does that contribute to the idea that they are individuals
making drinking choices with friends —as opposed women who are members of a group
influenced by peer norms and group dynamics? More importantly, because they do not
recognize the peer group issues, does this contribute to high-risk drinking? Does this lack
of group recognition relate to the prevention and treatment fields’ focus on individuals
over groups? The complexity of this issue requires further investigation.
Another recommendation is to compare women who participate in high-risk
drinking practices with college women who engage in low-risk drinking. For example,
do women who drink at low risk levels, defined as three or fewer drinks in a row at least
once over the past two weeks (Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995) with no
consequences, have different motivations to drink than those who drink at high-risk
levels? Do women with low risk drinking practices show any evidence, or signs, of
3

Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R )? Do the women who participate in low risk
drinking experience negative consequences, and better yet, if they do, do they learn from
them, while the women who participate in high-risk drinking, do not? Future research can
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address the fit of this model to low risk drinkers as well as examine the nature, events,
and activities involved in low risk drinking for the purposes of breaking this high-risk
drinking cycle.
Additionally, there is a need for further research regarding some of the serious
consequences these women were reluctant to discuss. For example, there is a lack of
research focusing on the negative outcomes related to sexual relations (e.g. pregnancy)
and violence (e.g. sexual assault, rape). As explained in the results section, these women
did not offer much detail related to these outcomes, and they seemed particularly
avoidant about these topics. One study (Abbey, 2002) of 32 colleges and 6,159 students
state that over 54% of college women in the United States reported a form of sexual
assault. Perhaps more disturbing is that of these women, 17% had experienced rape or
attempted rape in the previous year, with only 5% of the rape victims reporting the
incident to the police and 42% told no one about the assault (Abbey, 2002). These
numbers are astounding considering the untreated psychological and health related
problems for survivors as well as the lack of accountability or public acknowledgement
of a perpetuator’s assault and/or rape.
Another interesting study is to explore the applicability of the R3 model to men’s
experiences. In studying this phenomenon among undergraduate males, a more genderrelated perspective may include the similarities and differences in men’s and women’s
experiences in terms of relational drinking.
Finally, this study adds to the college impact literature by exploring alcohol and
college women within Astin’s I-E-0 model and other outcome-based literature. This
study illustrates the importance of examining risky and unhealthy behaviors and the
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effects on the student and her college life. 1 encourage researchers to examine more areas
of substance abuse (including other drugs) as well as “addictive” behaviors (e.g. internet
addiction, gambling, sexual compulsions) and their relationship to college outcomes.
Further, seminal works such as Pascarella & Terenzini’s (1991) review of the impact of
college on students should give more attention to the impact of alcohol use and abuse on
specific outcomes such as educational attainment, academic self-concept, psychosocial
changes, occupational status, and effects. Further, I recommend more studies based in
women s experiences, offering more gender related terminology that are reflective of
female undergraduates.

Implications for Policy
Historically, college alcohol policies focused heavily on personality and other
individual factors (e.g. student characteristics) (DeJong, 2002). Further, because of the
dominance of men and the patriarchal perspective in higher education (Davis et al.,
1999), these policies seem more appropriate for men and address more behaviors found
among males than females.

Polices and practices related to college women continue to

receive minimal attention despite the latest reports that females are approaching high-risk
drinking levels close to their male counterparts (Perkins, 2002b; Wechsler et al., 2002).
Therefore, there is a need to revise policies so that they are applicable to women’s
experiences as well as men’s. That is, often times college policies are written in a “one
size fits all” framework, meaning that there is little recognition of the differences in
people, needs, and approaches (Bums & Klawunn, 1997).
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Specifically, given that the lens through which we view college life has focused
on male experiences, there tends to be more policies relevant to individualism and
autonomy, with limited perspectives incorporating the collective and relational
approaches (Covington & Surrey, 1997; Fillmore, 1984; Gleason, 1994). Interestingly,
over ten years ago, Bums and Klawunn (1997) recognized that “when it comes to alcohol
use, an overemphasis on individual self-regulation and responsibility is particularly
dangerous.” (p. 51). This overemphasis on autonomy over community is unbalanced
and must be addressed in developing college alcohol policies (Bums & Klawunn, 1997).
In recognizing that women are more relational in their approach to life than men (Jordan,
Kaplan, Miller, Striver et al., 1991), policies should also include a focus on relationships
and mutuality.
Revising policies to include principles related to relationships and mutuality
requires a cultural shift reflective of Bums and Klawunn’s (1997) “web of caring”
suggestions (pp. 95-111). Their “web of caring” philosophy reaches beyond “radical
individualism” (p. 76) to embrace feminist, Afro-centric, and recovery models which are
more collective, inclusive, and relational. Specifically, Bums and Klawuun (1997) argue
that extreme philosophies of autonomy and individualism offer an excuse when a
student’s “bingeing” results in a case of trauma, sexual assault, and/or other serious,
severe outcomes, including death.

The other students involved, and perhaps, privately,

faculty and staff, tend to blame the individual for not knowing “when to say when.”
However, as Bums and Klawunn suggest, if relationships and mutuality are central
aspects of college policies, then students, as well as administrators and faculty, are
responsible for, and to, each other. Therefore, college community members must focus on
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the connections among people, recognizing that there is an interaction between both the
individual and the environment; that the negative outcomes of drinking are not only part
of an individual’s behavior, but also part of the group’s actions and influence.
In recognition of this focus on connection and community, a major
recommendation for policy revision is to incorporate alternative conceptions of self and
encourage connections and relationships as proposed by Bums & Klawunn (1997, p.
104). While some college policies do acknowledge individual and organizational
accountabilities in their handbooks, there is an excess of policies focusing on individual
responsibilities over group accountability. In this case, a focus on self-in-relation can
lead to the creation of policies that involve peers, friends, and formal, as well as informal,
groups. Consequently, when an athlete, sorority sister, or resident hall member violates
policy, her group and she are both held accountable to the college community. This
policy recommendation addresses the connection between the group’s influence, the
woman’s drinking, and the negative consequences. Since policy influences practice, the
incorporation of this perspective leads to more women-centered prevention programs and
intervention procedures. As one scholar writes, “If we hope to change a particular
behavior (e.g. excessive use of alcohol), we must change the social context- the
institution or group- that shapes the behavior. In other words, we must address the
effects of social influence” (Hansen, 1997, p. 157).
One specific recommendation is to have both student and organization/group
adjudication procedures that represent the philosophy that both a student and groups are
responsible for their actions. Most, if not all campuses, hold students to specific
standards of conduct, and therefore, when they violate them, they receive individual
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sanctions and are ordered to comply with some recommendation. However,
organizations are usually held less culpable, but they should be held to higher standards
of conduct as they represent a body of students. For example, when underage students
are found extremely intoxicated outside of a group-organized party, the students holding
the event, as well as the individual, should be held accountable. Therefore, when a
formal, as well as an informal, group violates a policy, such as serving to the underage
students, the group and its membership must comply with recommendations to remedy
the situation. A specific example could be if a female first year student is found by
campus safety officers severely intoxicated on the lawn of an athletic team’s party, the
team must attend a hearing along with their coach and must find practical methods to
avoid serving minors, otherwise receive greater penalties or a ban on games.
Additionally, the team must participate in educational sessions about host responsibilities
focusing on the well-being of students along with the typical liability discussions. This
type of policy emphases the point that groups are responsible for their members’ actions,
but more importantly, the underlying message is that they need to care about their
members’ behaviors and consequences.

Implications for Practice
Colleges and Universities have instituted practices for prevention, education, and
intervention to deal with alcohol and other drugs on campus. As evidenced by The
Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse and Violence Prevention
(2004), colleges and universities provide alcohol service workshops (e.g. Training For
Intervention Procedures [TIPS]), intervention programs (Brief Alcohol Screening and
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Intervention for College Students [BASICS]), and orientation programming (Alcohol
101, Alcoholedu ). Additionally, there are “environmental management” programs that
address taxation, laws, policies, social norms (misperception of drinking), and the alcohol
industry (DeJong, 2002).
However, these programs tend to address the “ethics of rights” versus the “ethics
of care, where the focus is on individual and/or the laws, policies, and institutional
environs as opposed to connection and community:
One element shared by the “Just say no” and “responsible drinking”
campaigns is that the focus of the message is on the individual. It is
obvious that action occurs on the individual level, but the group context in
which the action takes place seems to us to be the most important factor to
consider in elaborating an overall prevention strategy. This is implicit in
the understanding of alcohol and drug prevention, that FIPSE [Fundfor
the Improvement of Postsecondary Education ] takes because FIPSE
emphasizes a comprehensive, across-the-board approach. Unfortunately,
many prevention programs, except for some environmental strategies,
seem rooted in a concept of wellness or obedience, both of which are
individually focused. The wellness metaphor or approach places
obligation on the individual to take care of him or herself. (Bums &
Klawunn, 1997, p. 91)
With a new philosophy -which is inclusive of a relational approach- health
educators, counselors, residential life staff, and other college leaders can begin to address
3

the Relational Ritual Reinforcement (R ). In this case, this model suggests that women’s
alcohol consumption needs to be addressed within their relationships and connections, as
opposed to the male dominant cultural paradigm of individualism and self-reliance
(Kinney, 2006). Indeed a related idea went unheeded in the late 1990 when two
professionals (Bums & Klawunn, 1997) studying collegiate abuse suggested that the
feminist models of Gilligan and others be used in a comprehensive practice which
addresses alcohol problems on campus:
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Traditional notions of development have over-emphasized individual
autonomy and ego strength. Some claim that these theories are stuck in a
Eurocentric white male ideology of selfhood and that they support rightsobsessed, contract driven conceptions of self.. ..Ideas of selfhood do not
need to exclude connections to others, however, we believe that
supporting alternative visions, which see the self in relation, may be more
helpful in prevention strategies and surely more likely to help create the
community that many members of the academic establishment long for.
These alternative notions of the self can help us to see how we enter into
each other’s lives and behavior, including drinking behavior, (pp. 104105)
Putting this approach into practice involves a cultural shift that takes, perhaps, a
radical alteration in thinking at the institutional level. As opposed to a focus on
individualism, self-reliance and autonomy, the college community needs, or needs more,
relational practices that focus on connection and caring. As Lo (1996) demonstrates in the
results of her study, college women are drinking more heavily than previously thought,
and therefore “they need a fairer share of alcohol-targeted attention and services” (p.534).
So how do we apply this approach to our current practices? Include women’s
experiences in designing collegiate alcohol and other drug programming. In designing
prevention and education programs, female undergraduates’ experiences must be used to
improve their effectiveness. If college women voice their drinking in terms of a ritual,
which involves group motivations, patterns, and significant friends, then an effective way
to reach college women may be in using their experiences in developing programs.
Researchers and program evaluators report the effectiveness of designing programs to fit
specific populations (Baer, 2002; Center for Substance Abuse Prevention, 1995, 2002;
Dowdall & Wechsler, 2002; Ryan & DeJong, 1998; Upcraft, 2000; Weitzman, Nelson et
al., 2003). Therefore, the importance of this study —of understanding drinking among
college women through their own voices— is that alcohol and other drug specialists can
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design and implement programs using more gender-related language, perceptions, and
worldview about drinking in college that is inclusive of women.

Focus on the Group as Well as the Individual
In addressing problematic drinking, the short-term, one-on-one practice of
working with a “problem student,” does not address the drinking culture or dynamics of
these women. As previously stated, these women casually mention drinking with friends,
but these people are not just acquaintances, but a strongly connected, solid group of
women. As one scholar who studies collegiate alcohol use recognizes, we must address
the alcohol problem in addressing peer relationships and their norms:
... Friends and acquaintances are the strongest influence in all social
groups, including student groups.... The extensive literature on friendship
formation shows that attitudes among friends are relatively
convergent.Conversations among friends tend to reinforce existing
group norms rather than explore new ones. Norms about alcohol, for
example, are generally discussed as secondary or incident concerns; such
norms may emerge more because of story telling and joking than serious
discussion. In discussing substance use, friends will probably not work
actively to resolve strong attitudinal differences. Rather, they are likely to
ignore controversial issues. (Hansen, 1997, p. 114)
Recognizing that these women are members of close-knit groups, who have
histories, memories, and rituals require us to incorporate the group, as well as the
individual, approach to prevention, education, and intervention. Perhaps the reason why
some of these women, and perhaps men, who drink at such high-risk levels continue to
violate policy or experience other problems, is because we continue to focus on the
individual person, and not the group.
Whenever there is prevention or intervention opportunities, research shows that
peer relationships are much more influential than a one time meeting with a health
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educator, counselor, or administrator (Center for Substance Abuse Prevention, 2002).
Indeed, many collegiate alcohol scholars report that the most influential people on
college students are their peers (Borsari & Carey, 2001; National Institute of Alcohol
Abuse and Alcoholism, 2002c; Perkins, 1997). Therefore, one recommendation is to
develop and implement a peer-advising program within organizations. For example, at
one New England College, students representing each of the Greek organizations attend a
peer alcohol and other drug training institute so that each Greek affiliated group has an
alcohol and other drug peer advocate. This peer advocate is knowledgeable about alcohol
and other drugs, college policies, emergency procedures, and intervention techniques.
Future programming can include on-going training to update them on current issues,
trends, and concerns, as well as provide more education regarding group dynamics and
alcohol and other drug use.
Additionally, since most of the women in this study are members of already
established formal groups on campus, health educators and alcohol professionals can
offer training programs for advisors, coaches, and resident hall staff that connect with
these women. Therefore, these professional leaders—coaches, advisors, and other
supervisors of groups—will learn about alcohol and other drug issues among women, the
importance of the group, and intervention methods regarding the relational ritual
reinforcement. Specifically addressing the relational ritual, collective euphoric recall,
and both the personal and group motivations, may provide a means of interrupting this
progressively increasing problem of high-risk drinking and negative outcomes. This type
of work allows the health educator or alcohol professional to acknowledge the strength of
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college women s affiliations, but also address some of the group’s potential enabling and
protective dynamics.

Address Group Motivations
Further, we must address the women’s group motivations along with their
expectations and beliefs about alcohol. We can use Hansen’s (1997) social ecology
model and Berkowitz (1997) and Perkins’ (2002a) social norms approach in changing
normative beliefs and drinking misperceptions among these women (and men). Hansen
(1997) argues that college prevention and education programs focus on the individual,
but need to address the social context, or as he explains, the social influences,
contributing to high-risk drinking on campuses. Berkowitz (1997) and Perkins’ (2002a)
explain that students tend to misperceive the consumption levels of their peers, believing
that their counterparts are drinking more than what is actually drunk. Correcting this
misperception reduces high-risk use.
As recommended earlier, the advisors, coaches, and residence hall directors who
interact with these women can be trained to address issues regarding high-risk use and
therefore, address the social influences, norm misperceptions and group motivations.
3

The program can address the R , with a particular focus on how their group “protects”
and enables dangerous behavior. In addition, The Center for Substance Abuse Prevention
(2002) recommends regular booster sessions regarding such initial messages. Instituting
this recommendation involves educating and intervening with formally, and well as
informally identified groups of women. Trained residential assistants, peer advisors, and
health educators can provide space for women to gather and discuss their drinking stories,

121

while taking this opportunity to address the connection between their high-risk practices
and negative consequences. Another method is to require pre-weekend ‘roundtable’
3.
discussions for sororities, athletes and other groups to address the R in student friendly

terms.

A Relational Perspective Included in Programs and Activities
According to Bums and Klawunn (1997), our current collegiate alcohol and other
drug programs focus on wellness and/or obedience, which again, focus on the individual
(p. 91). Therefore, we must begin with revising our programs to be relational, fostering
care, and connection among all students. As recommended by scholars studying the
psychology of women (Gilligan, 1982; Jorden, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991),
we must cultivate the women’s connections and relationships in developing practices.
The high-risk use of alcohol does not only affect a person’s biopsychosocial wellbeing,
but also the community and its environment. To incorporate this change includes
applying The Stone Center’s (Jorden et al., 1991) relational approach and Gilligan’s
(1982) ethics of care.
A specific example of this recommendation can be a year-long program for first
year and transfer students addressing health issues as a community responsibility. Due to
the relational ritual factors discovered in this study, this programming must focus on
groups, relationships, and drinking patterns. The groups may be members of floors, halls,
organizations and athletic teams as well as other informal and formal student gatherings.
In addressing patterns, the programs focusing on women (or women and men) should
include interactive peer educational sessions, perhaps using the peer model previously
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recommended. The Center for Substance Abuse Prevention [CSAP] (2002) reports that
the most effective prevention strategies involve a program specifically designed for a
particular population involving peer education that lasts over time as opposed to one shot,
general education program lectured by an “adult” (teacher).
CSAP (2002) also suggests incorporating alternative activities when creating
prevention programs.

In this case, the focus is on “other” activities, which are unrelated

to alcohol and other drugs. Given the relational nature of these women, the
implementation or revision of current campus based events can focus on developing more
group-based activities. For example, most schools have service learning or volunteer
program to help serve the community. Designing a service-learning project with groups
of students, is one alternative activity. Interestingly, there is promising research
indicating that students who volunteer tend to have lower drinking rates than those who
do not (Wechsler, Kelley, Weitzman, Seibring, & Giovanni, 2000).
Future program development and planning may incorporate more gender related
activities that focus on women’s lives. Using the work of Belenky et. al (1997),
Covington & Surrey (1997), Davis (1999) and Miller (1986), along with the scholars of
the Stone Center (Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991), there is a need for
women centered programming, which can be inclusive to all members of the campus.
This type of programming may include camping trips, inter-group “alternative spring
breaks,” in house dining, and faculty organized study groups, which fosters a sense of
community. A perhaps controversial recommendation is to involve students in
maintaining the campus, so that organizations participate in on-campus cleaning,
gardening, and weekend care for the purposes of sharing community responsibilities.
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A short synopsis of the recommendations involves revisions and changes in how
campuses deal with high-risk drinking among women. Such changes envision more
collective and connective philosophies in policy and practice and more qualitative and
quantitative (or mixed methods) research to study both the qualitative and quantitative
aspects of high-risk drinking among women.

Conclusion
Recently, The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia
University’s [CASA] (2006) published a book based on their study confirming the
ongoing problem of women’s alcohol (and other drug) use, abuse and dependence. In
CASA’s (2006) recommendations for college alcohol prevention for women, they insist
that program developers and policy makers must recognize the “scope and severity” of
the problem and understand the uniqueness of women’s experiences (p.166).
College women are not men, but there is the tendency to treat undergraduate
female’s alcohol consumption as if their drinking rates, patterns, and associated outcomes
resemble that of the traditional male. This study’s review of literature and the results
indicate that institutions of higher learning must focus on understanding women and
attending to the gender-related differences in addressing their high-risk alcohol use and
negative consequences.
Over the past twenty years, there is a greater body of literature focusing on
women and their moral (Gilligan, 1982) and psychological (Miller, 1986) development,
ways of knowing (Belenky et al., 1997), sense of self (Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Striver et
al., 1991), academics, learning, pedagogy (Sandler, n.d.); and their gender-related
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patterns of intellectual development (Baxter Magolda, 1992). It is time to focus on
concern that effects female undergraduates and may diminish their academic,
occupational, and personal success: women’s ways of drinking.
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APPENDIX A
INFORMED CONSENT
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Informed Consent
My name is Margaret A Smith, a doctoral student at the University of X in
Educational Policy, Research, and Administration. My dissertation research focuses on
college drinking practices and consequences. To investigate college drinking
experiences, interview college students about their present and past alcohol use and
related experiences.
For this investigation, University of X college students will be interviewed during
the spring, summer, and fall semesters of 2006.
-, volunteer to participate in this qualitative study
and understand that:
1. The interview will take approximately one hour and will be taped.
2. The information shared during this time will be kept confidential through the use of
pseudonyms.
3. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally, in any way or at any
time.
4. Due to the small number of interviewees for this research, there is some risk that I may
be identified as a participant of the study.
5. The interview will be taped recorded to facilitate analysis of the data
6. The information gained from the interview will be shared in Margaret A Smith’s
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional
journals for publication.
7. My participation is entirely voluntary and I am free to discontinue or refuse
participation at any time without penalty or prejudice.
8. I have the right to review any of the material to be used in the study, and a summary of
the findings will be made available at my request.
You have been furnished with two copies of this informed consent, both of which should
be signed if you are willing to participate. One copy should be retained for your records,
and the other should be returned to me. Your informed consent to participate in this
study under the conditions described is assumed by your completing the questionnaire
and submitting it to the researcher. Do not complete this form or hand it in if you do not
understand or agree to these conditions.
If you have any questions about the research, or your participation in it, you can
reach me at:
WORK: 603 xxx-xxxx
HOME: 603 xxx-xxxx
EMAIL: xxxx@xx.com
You may reach my advisor, Dr. Joseph Berger, at: xxx-xxx-xxxx
University of X
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Participants signature :

date :

Investigator’s signature:

date:
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW GUIDE
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The following is a list of the interview questions which were used as a guide in this study.
Interview Guide
1) Pseudonym
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Age
Year in college
Major
Year at the college
Tell me about your last drinking experience
a) Who were you with?
b) What did you drink? How much? How long?
c) When
d) Where
e) How did you drink?
f) Details?
7) Before this drinking experience what was happening (during the day? The

week?)
8) After this drinking experience what happened (the day after? The week after?)
9) Experience any consequences?
a) Positive
b) Negative
i) Worst experience ii) Second worst experience
10) Was this experience typical for you this term?
11) Last terms’ drinking experiences:
12) Prior years:
a) First year
nd

b) 2

year
rd

c) 3

year
th

d) 4 year
th

e) ?5

year

13) Tell me about some reasons why you do not drink
14) Tell me some reasons why you do drink
15) If you were going to describe a typical campus woman’s drinking experience
what would you include?
16) What are the differences you see between men and women’s drinking
experiences and consequences?
17) Tell me about other drugs
18) Tell me about what your girlfriend, boyfriend, and/or best friends say about
your drinking?
a) Boy/girl friend
b) Best, good friends
19) What have you heard about college women’s drinking?
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20) If I need to contact you via email, do you provide me with permission to do
so?
21) Any other things you would like to add to help me understand women and
alcohol use on campus?
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